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Trinity 24 

                                      Beware the scribes who desire, like, enjoy… 

Mark’s Jesus is cutting here in his observations regarding the scribes.  Not only is their theology 

mistaken, their character as spiritual leaders is found wanting.  They oppress those they are meant to 

serve and are hypocrites sponging off the good will of the wider community while failing in their 

basic ministries.  They illustrate this by the way they rejoice in the trappings of the elite and relish 

the status that goes with their position in Judaism and around the Temple precincts.   

They love their long robes, their distinctive dress because it puts them into an advantageous position 

when dealing with others. The robes here are the stole, the flowing robes normally worn by the priests 

– especially the High Priest and the King.  The Jewish historian Josephus tells us how these robes 

were displayed to the beholders advantage.  Note the beginning of sin here?  These things are about 

the scribe.  They want this, seek this.  This is the kind of foundation Jesus lays for the full-on brutal 

attack on these officers of Judaism.  It is fundamentally about self-centred religious living. 

They devour the widow’s possessions… 

Mark paints a picture of the scribes as being brutal to the point of being demonic in the way they 

exploit the powerless and vulnerable in the community (represented by widows).  He moves from the 

image of them feasting to them devouring in a way that is meant to show them using the poor in a 

way not dissimilar to the way in which a wild animal devours a carcass.  This is a word Mark also 

associates with the ways of Satan in his Parable of the Sower.  Their failures are diabolic! 

The pillars of society are the biggest threat to the community 

What is the point of this kind of vitriol?  It is because Jesus sees the way the few people with loud 

voices, strong egos, positions of power and influence, big bank accounts and the ear of key leaders 

end up lording it over and ignoring the rest.  And, says Jesus, look at the results!  These are the people 

steering the Jews towards a pointless, self-destructive war with Rome.  On the backs of the poor 

farming peasants of Palestine, the rich and powerful of Jerusalem grow richer and more powerful and 

still further removed from the day to day struggles, fears and uncertainties of the bulk of the 

population of Israel.  Instead of seeking political liberation, they should have been going back to the 

basics – justice, peace, charity, mercy and kindness in their own land. 

God has a special love for those who are “poor”. 

Throughout the Hebrew scriptures, the widows, the orphans, the resident aliens, the refugees and the 

poor in general are people of special concern in the eyes of God.  This is because they have none of 

the social advantages that support the existing ruling structures.  The only one in whom they can 

reliably trust is God.  To defraud them, to violate their integrity, to ignore them and their needs then 

becomes a violation of a sacred trust, an action against God.  How is this for a judgment from God… 

THE  NEW  SHOFAR 
Now is the time to embrace God’s poor little ones 

Mark 12:38-44   
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Then I will draw near to you for judgement; I will be swift to bear witness against the sorcerers, 

against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired workers 

in their wages, the widow, and the orphan, against those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear 

me, says the LORD of hosts (Malachi 3:5). 

Mark was writing as the nation was undergoing war preparations.  There were revolutionaries, false 

prophets, pretend messiahs, crazed religious figures and fevered zealots all pouring money into the 

Temple treasury to “give honour to God” and arm Israel for war.  This was while there was a drought 

in Galilee and growing numbers of peasants were forced from their houses, land and families.  This 

is the world into which Mark is casting his Gospel.  For him, the Church was not to repeat the mistakes 

of the Judaism of the time, celebrating incidentals, extras, the decorative and seeking status and 

privilege in the world while God’s “poor” were suffering in a quicksand of powerlessness and 

poverty.  The warning is clear:  judgment is coming to those priests and scribes who have lost sight 

of the primacy of God, of God’s poor, of the suffering, the needy and the powerless and have become 

more concerned with the self and personal preferences.  That judgment will be merciless.  And, says 

Mark to his own Church, what is true for these evil scribes will be equally true for those in leadership 

and with influence in Christ’s Church. 

This is not just about the scribes of Jesus’ own time 

Jesus follows this narrative with one that has Jesus sitting down with his disciples in the Temple.  He 

watches the rich Pharisee and the poor widow.  What we often miss is how he has called his own 

disciples in to watch.  Why is that?  Most likely it is because this is a problem in Mark’s own Church.  

The contrast is all too obvious.  The Pharisee is casting a few crumbs from his enormous wealth into 

the collection for the poor.  He does not miss what he throws in.  It is no real sacrifice, but it clearly 

makes him feel good about himself and his religious standing.  The widow, on the other hand gave 

all she had. It is not about money.  It is about sacrifice and genuine sacrifice hurts.  It is about how 

willing these two were to take on hardship and sacrifice for the sake of the poor. 

Life in the land of Palestine was tough for those outside of Jerusalem.  There was a growing level of 

poverty as drought, wars and market instability drained all wealth from the hands of the peasant 

farmer.  They were forced to borrow money for seed, for food and to pay rents but were then unable 

to make repayments.  Wealthy absentee landlords in Jerusalem and beyond took possession of the 

land and in time the peasants were made homeless or the men were forced to leave their families 

behind to find work and a little income.  While the religious leaders were feasting the poor were 

starving and becoming refugees in the land God had given to them as a pledge of his divine 

commitment to the covenant.  Is there any wonder there was a growing lack of connection between 

formal Judaism and the rural Jewish man and woman? 

It is all about God’s poor and God’s ultimate response to our neglect 

Today’s readings take on an extra potency because of the proximity of today’s Gospel to Jesus’ 

crucifixion in Jerusalem.  Thing are becoming more focussed and more urgent.  When he talks about 

Judaism and Jewish leaders, what he is doing is presenting warnings and teaching moments to the 

Church after the resurrection.  Thus, the powerless, the vulnerable, the exploited, the refugee and the 

voiceless are all God’s powerless ones, God’s vulnerable children, God’s exploited people, God’s 

refugees and they are God’s special people who have no voice.  When we ignore these, we place 

ourselves in the same category as the scribes and the Pharisees and face the wrath of God.  And yet, 

as a faith community in Christ, when do we take seriously and genuinely address with an openness 

the plight of these very people and our responsibilities for them?  Maybe now is the time. 


