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 Jesus tells his disciples, don’t give––really, don’t live––for what you want others to see. The reward in that is 
shabby compared to living seen by your Father in heaven. It’s God’s eyes that count. 
 

There’s an old word for what Jesus is talking about here: vainglory. It’s a pretty-sounding word. I imagine it 
referring to a flowering vine, something of a cousin to morning glory. It would climb a trellis or brick on a house and be 
admired by passers by. But attractive on the outside, the vainglory vine would be poisonous within.  
 
 Vainglory is a habit of living that concerned with image, with keeping up appearances, with how you look to 
others. With vainglory, beneath the attempt at a good-looking life, there’s a heart that’s drinking poison. Because there’s 
no soul satisfaction, no lasting reward in living for others’ approval––just a terrible thirst that’s worsened by drinking down 
others’ esteem. 
 

This fall we’ve been listening to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Jesus keeps getting us in touch with the depths of 
our hearts. He’s talked about anger that wells up like lava from the deep. About lust that can flare like wildfire. About lies 
that grow so familiar we don’t realize we’re telling them. About enemies that get our reptilian brain turning toward fight 
or flight. It’s amazing and maybe shocking how much Jesus knows about us, and how intimate God wants to be with us in 
our desires and the life we live from them.  

 
Jesus is training us to live in God’s kingdom right now, here in this life. It’s in the kingdom of God that we enter 

the good and beautiful life that isn’t image or show but true substance of what humans hearts desire.  
 
Today, at the start of chapter 6, Jesus isn’t obviously talking about the passions of our hearts. He talks about 

practicing righteousness and life in the synagogue. Following today’s passage he talks about prayer and then about 
fasting. So we might be inclined to think, now Jesus is telling us how to have good religion. And in a way, he is.  

 
But when Jesus says, “So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in 

the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others... 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,” he’s talking about patterns of life that aren’t 
particular just to religious people. It’s endemic to us all. It’s habits of life and desire that come from knowing that others 
are watching. 

 
For ten years I drove a blue 1990 Chevy Lumina. Heather and I received this car as a gift from a friend when we 

got married in 1999. The Lumina was our only car we when we lived in Princeton. We moved to Kansas City and bought 
a second car, and the Lumina became my ride. At that point it was 12 and the car had not aged well. The paint on the 
hood was peeling and hubcaps were missing. And to begin with, this car never won any design awards. I’d think 
sometimes, it’s a good thing I’m already married. I figured some women would simply refuse to go out with a guy with a 
car like this. 

 
Do you see how sneaky vainglory is? I knew that others were watching and suspected they were forming opinions 

not just about my car but about me because I was in it. And for the most part I didn’t care, as long as it ran. (I kept on 
telling myself, I didn’t care.) But sometimes I knew I did. 

 
Every so often I’d visit church members in a housing development called The National. The National sat along a 

golf course that was designed by Tom Watson. It held PGA events. Players for the Kansas City Royals lived in The 
National. Some of its houses cost more that I’ll earn in 20 years of work.  
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So, at The National the Chevy Lumina and I passed late model luxury cars, and I said to the Lumina, “It’s okay,” 

wondering if the Lumina felt ashamed to share the street with them. (Not that I was projecting my own issues onto my 
car.) I’d park in a spotless driveway wondering if the Lumina would leak oil. I wondered what the neighbors wondered of 
the family I was visiting, that a shabby 20-year-old car was sitting in their driveway. But, I told myself, the neighbors will 
just assume this car belongs to the housekeeping service. 

 
Always wondering what the neighbor thinks. Asking how I look and compare to the neighbor. This is what 

vainglory gets us doing.  
 
In the teaching Jesus gives, he imagines a person––let’s call him Matt––giving a gift for those in need. Say, to build 

a soup kitchen or homeless center. But Matt says, “With this two million dollars I’d like the center to be called the Matt 
Reeves Center of Hope.” This is how the heart can be so sneaky, says Jesus. It can turn even a good deed into something 
that is ugly in God’s kingdom. It’s like what Holden Caulfield says in J.D. Salinger’s novel, The Catcher in the Rye: “If 
you do something good, then, after a while, if you don’t watch it, you start showing off. And then you’re not as good 
anymore.” 

 
Some of what Jesus talks about in of the Sermon in the Mount is what the church has long called vice. Vice isn’t 

particular instances of sin but patterns of life we fall into. Vice is habits of living––habitual anger, lust, greed, falsehood––
that damage us and others because they pull us from who we really are in God’s loving image. The vice that is vainglory 
can creep up on us without our knowing there. 

 
Wanting a teacher’s approval, or the approval of peers, a student turns to plagiarism. A family posts photos on 

Facebook that give the kind of image they want their friends to see. A parent asks their child, who told you to want that 
device? The child says, I don’t know. All my friends have it. Or degrading language about women goes unchallenged to 
look cool in front of the guys. 

 
Vainglory gets us driving cars we want to be seen in. Living in houses not just for function but so others see we 

own them. Resisting walkers or canes for concern over how that would look. Cleaning house just so others will see the 
house is clean. Vainglory gets us dropping names, wearing brands, spending money to project the image we want others to 
see. 

 
The great tennis player Andre Agassi used to be a spokesperson for a camera company. The tagline in his 

commercials was, “Image is everything.” Years later, in his autobiography, he confessed that even as a pro he mostly 
hated tennis. He only really kept with it because his dad wanted him to. In the height of his stardom he wore long hair that 
he later admitted was actually a toupee. In a championship match, his fear wasn’t that he’d lose to his opponent but that, 
with all his perspiration, his hairpiece wouldn’t stay on. 

 
That’s where vainglory comes from and where it leads us: fear that we don’t measure up, and shame that tells us 

we can’t be accepted as we really are. Our hearts long for acceptance that isn’t conditional but authentic and unfailing.  
 
This brings us back to Jesus’ teaching. He says, when you give to the needy, don’t do it for the sake of your image 

but for the sake of your Father in heaven. Give in secret, so that only God knows. Because your great reward isn’t in what 
others see and think but in what God sees and thinks of you. 

 
Jesus isn’t telling us that God only rewards us for doing good. He’s letting us in on the big, wide-open secret of the 

gospel, which is that there’s only one voice, and one gaze, that finally matters to who we are. That’s how Jesus lived, and 
it’s how he could go to the cross. On the cross Jesus’ right hand was put as far from his left as it could go. On the cross no 
one approved of Jesus. All the voices mocked and shamed him. The cross was the ultimate Roman image for failure. But 
as Jesus endured the shame of the cross, his Father in heaven was seeing in secret how he was saving the world in secret.  

 
In a book on the writing life, author Anne Lamott describes a ritual she performs when she sits down to write. She 

imagines the voices in her head that speak a long list of expectations: you have to sound the right way; you have to impress 
the right people; you have to meet some standard you’ve set for yourself. She imagines these expectations as mice. She 
takes them by the tail and drops them one by one into a big glass jar and fastens the lid. She envisions them scratching at 
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the sides and trying to get out of the jar and into her heart. But in the jar she can’t hear them. She sets the jar to the side 
and then she is free to focus on what her writing is really about. She’s free to write for an audience of One.1 

 
What if the only voice that really mattered in your life was God’s voice? What if the only image of you that really 

mattered was God’s image of you? What if the only acceptance, the only approval that really mattered was God’s? 
 
What it would mean is that you’d be free. Free from slavery to others’ opinions. Free from worry about your 

worth. Free from having to guard your reputation. You’d be free in the kingdom of God where the biggest of all rewards 
has already been given, which is that in Jesus God has already loved us fully and forever and for nothing.  

 
The plague of vainglory is that some of our best energy and maybe a good bit of our time and money, go into 

managing and guarding how our lives look to others, which only leads us into preoccupation with ourselves. Letting go of 
vainglory means we can live from the worth God gives us like no one else can. And then we can spend our lives, our 
money, our energy on what makes God smile. 

 
So this week’s soul training discipline is “secret service.” This week, find five ways to serve others in secret. If you 

don’t have to serve others for recognition, you’re free to bless others from God’s pleasure. 
 
In Jesus Christ, you are now free down lay down the terrible burden of others’ opinions. You are free to see 

yourself in the words God spoke at the start of the service. 
 
“I am the Lord your God, 
the Holy One of Israel, your Savior… 
You are precious and honored in my sight 
and I love you” (Is 43:3, 4). 
 
In the end, the only audience that matters is God who knows and loves you completely, no strings attached. 

Amen. 

                                                
1 This story, which Lamott tells in her book Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing in Life, is retold by Rebecca 
Konyndyk DeYoung in Glittering Vices: A New Look at the Seven Deadly Sins and Their Remedies, (Grand 
Rapids: Brazos, 2009), 76. 


