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What Vs. Why 

Matthew 6:1-4, 5, 16 

March 8, 2020 

Girl Scout Sunday 

Someone once mentioned that they had seen a poster from the DMV 

(Department of Motor Vehicle) that says, “Don’t Be a Phony.  Put down your 

phone while driving.”
1
  I’ve tried to find that poster online to show you, but to no 

avail, but it is a good advice, and a cute word play.  However, the word, “phony” 

has nothing to do with the word, “phone.”   

The word “phony” comes from Irish word, “fawney,” which means “finger.”  

This word was used to refer to a scam called “fawney ring.”  Webb Garrison tells 

us about this scam.  Many years ago, some con artists in Ireland put a brass ring 

which looked like a gold ring, in a public place where someone would surely find 

it.  The ring itself was worth very little, virtually worth nothing.  This ring in the 

Irish dialect was called a “fawney.” 

Sure enough, sooner or later someone would find the ring thinking they had 

found something very valuable.  Almost always they would look around to see if 

anyone was watching.  They feared that the real owner might see them and come to 

claim it.  Then, suddenly the con artist would appear from nowhere and say, “Wow, 

that is one heck of a ring.  That is very valuable.  I just saw you pick it up form 

here.  I am sure the owner would appreciate it if you would return it, but if you 

want to keep it, I will keep quiet if you just pay me a fraction of its worth.  What 

he would call a fraction would be about ten times of the actual worth of the ring.  

Almost always the finder paid the con artist, and the cheating person would 

possess and hold on to the worthless ring.   

Many people were defrauded like that.  So, from that time on anything fake 

came to be called fawney.  It is from this word “fawney” we get the English word 

“phony.”
2
 

Nobody likes a fawney, or a phony, who looks like the real thing but is 

actually nothing but an imitation.  Even Jesus did not like phonies.   

Jesus says, “Be careful not to do your acts of righteousness before men, to 

be seen by them.  If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in 
                                                 
1
 https://www.quickanddirtytips.com/education/grammar/phony-comes-from-fawney-but-it-s-not-related-to-the-

word-fawn 
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 From King Duncan’s sermon, The Problem with “Fawneys”, www.esermons.com 
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heaven…So when you give to the needy, do that in secret, and your Father in 

heaven will reward you.”  “When you pray, do that in secret…”  “When you fast, 

do that in secret…”   

Basically what Jesus is saying is the acts of righteousness, and the acts of 

piety are important, but WHY you do them is more important.   

Much of our life works the same way.  I want to tell you young ladies, you  

Scouts, that what you become when you grow up is important but why you become 

what you become is more important.  What career you pursue is important but why 

you pursue that particular career is more important.  Is it for the money?  Is it for 

the fame?  Is it for your personal glory?  Or is it because you have a certain dream, 

certain vision for your life?  Whatever the reason for the career, what you become 

is not as important as why you become what you become.  Having a dream or 

vision or aspiration is important.  But WHY you have that dream or vision or 

aspiration is more important.   

My young friends, as a student what grades you get in school is important.  

How you get your grades is more important.  The person of integrity is the person 

who struggles with the “Why” question and the “How” question is much more 

important than the “What” question.   

In todays Scripture, Jesus is teaching us about integrity.  The problem he 

addresses here is not about “what people do.”  Rather he addresses about “why 

people do what they do.”  He was referring to some of the Pharisees who were 

doing good deeds “to be seen by others.”  Their purpose was to be seen, and 

honored by others.  What they were doing were good works, the works of piety, 

compassion and kindness, but their purpose was to be seen by others.  They were 

putting on a show, so that they might be praised.  They were doing the right things 

for the wrong reasons.   

I am sure they believed that God was pleased with what they were doing, the 

acts of kindness and holiness.  Jesus pointed out that the heavenly Father is more 

interested in why they do what they do and NOT just in what they do.   

Your personal integrity is examined by you.  Other than God, you are the 

only one who examines your own integrity.  When you do things for others, do that 

for God’s glory, never for personal gain.  Someone once said, “What a man does 

for himself he takes with him; but what he does for others he leaves behind.”  In 

other words, if you live your life for yourself, you will have a good life.  If you live 

your life for others, you will leave a wonderful legacy behind.   

http://www.ewumc.org/
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Jesus said, “Be careful not to practice your righteousness before men to be 

noticed by them…”  The word that is translated as “notice” is theaomai in Greek.  

It literally means “something to be stared at,” “something to be looked at.”  Jesus is 

warning us against putting on a show.  Your kind and compassionate deeds are not 

for show.  They are for God’s eyes only.   

In the 19
th
 Century a member of the British Parliament journeyed to 

Scotland to make a speech.  The road was muddy and bad, and this man’s carriage 

got stuck in the mire.  His horse could not pull it out.  A Scottish farm boy came to 

help.  He had several horses with him.  Actually, this young boy was to be home.  

His father was expecting him, but this boy stuck around to help get him out of the 

mud.  It took an hour and a half to get him out.   

The man was very appreciative.  He said, “Lad, how much do I owe you?  I 

want to pay you.”  I am sure the farm boy could use the money, but he said, 

“Nothing, Sir, I am just glad to help you.  I just fulfilled the Golden Rule.”  The 

man said, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”  He said, “I would like to 

be a doctor.”  The Parliamentarian got this boy’s name and years later paid for this 

Scottish farm boy to go to the university to become a doctor.   

Fifty years later, an English man, a world leader was gravely ill with an 

infection in the country of Morocco in Africa while he was visiting there.  A 

wonder drug was given to him and he recovered.  The drug was called penicillin, 

which was discovered by Sir Alexander Fleming.  Fleming was the young Scottish 

farm boy who came to help the Parliamentarian.  The Parliamentarian who later 

sponsored his education was Lord Randolph Churchill, the father of Winston 

Churchill.  Winston Churchill was the world leader who was deathly sick in 

Morocco and was saved by penicillin.
3
   

Isn’t that amazing?  

God has a way of rewarding small deeds done out of compassion and 

kindness.  Not for a show, but just to be kind.  So, whatever you do, do it for God’s 

glory and for his eyes only.   

Jesus wants us to be authentic in our faith and in our commitment to him. 

That’s what the Lent season is all about.  Lent is the time when we reexamine 

ourselves and drop all pretenses.  It is the time to rededicate ourselves to be 

authentic and real and we join the Psalmist in his prayer saying: “Search me, O 
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 From James Merritt’s sermon, “For His Eyes Only”, www.esermons.com  
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God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts.  See if there is 

any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”
4
  

Let us be genuine in our walk with the Lord, not just in this season of Lent 

but always.  Let us never allow ourselves to be called a fawney; but real and 

authentic. 
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 Psalm 139:23-24. 
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