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“True and False Religion” 
 

January 18, 2015 

 
Sermon Text:  Mark 12:38-44 

 

Scripture Reading:  Mark 12 

 

Introduction- 

 

From the beginning it has been this 

way. Light and darkness. Truth and lie. 

God’s people and the children of the 

devil. It is war. The battle has raged 

since the beginning of time, and even 

before, and it rages on today. 

Therefore, following Christ is to be a 

soldier in this warfare and, as we will 

see when we look at 2 Cor 10, the 

Christian has “weapons of warfare” 

that are not fleshly, that is to say, not 

earthly, but are as Paul describes them, 

“divinely powerful to destroy 

strongholds.”  

 

This morning, I want to call your 

attention to the 12
th

 chapter of Mark’s 

Gospel which you have already heard 

read, and specifically to verses 38-44. 

The subject there shows this ongoing 

conflict between the righteous and the 

unrighteous, between True religion and 

False religion. It is vital that every 

Christian have the wisdom to discern 

between the two, and in fact the Holy 

Spirit in us works to enable us to 

exercise that wisdom: 

 

Little children, you are from God 
and have overcome them, for he 
who is in you is greater than he 
who is in the world. They are from 
the world; therefore they speak 
from the world, and the world 
listens to them. We are from God. 
Whoever knows God listens to us; 
whoever is not from God does not 
listen to us. By this we know the 
Spirit of truth and the spirit of 
error. (1 John 4:4-6) 

 

The Holy Spirit is called the Spirit of 

Truth and Christ promised that He 

would send the Spirit to His people 

(John 14:17; 15:26). In contrast, the 

Lord withholds this Spirit from those 

who refuse to love His truth and 

instead blinds them so that they 

believe the lie they have chosen: 
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The coming of the lawless one is by 
the activity of Satan with all power 
and false signs and wonders, and 
with all wicked deception for those 
who are perishing, because they 
refused to love the truth and so be 
saved. Therefore God sends them a 
strong delusion, so that they may 
believe what is false, in order that 
all may be condemned who did not 
believe the truth but had pleasure 
in unrighteousness. (2 Thes 2:9-12) 

 
In our day then, as in every age in the 

history of the church, the Truth and the 

Lie do battle. Therefore we must 

acknowledge that there exists True 

religion and False religion. You all 

know that this fact is energetically 

denied today by the world and by 

many who claim to be Christians. They 

insist that there are many ways to God 

and that one is just as deserving of 

respect as the other. This is, of course, 

a lie. 

 

This past week I read a news report in 

which the Pope responded to the 

Charlie Hebdo murders in Paris. The 

Pope said that it is wrong to mock 

another person’s religion. In part, I 

agree with him on this. Charlie Hebdo 

is a radical, atheist group that mocks 

and ridicules and desires to do away 

with all religion, including 

Christianity. While we agree that we 

must stand for freedom of speech and 

stand against murderous terrorists, let’s 

not be foolish enough to think that 

groups like Charlie Hebdo are in any 

way our allies. Their mockery of 

religion is wrong, and anyone who 

ridicules another person’s religion out 

of a motive of hatred toward God is 

evil themselves. In this aspect I would 

say the Pope is right. 

 

However, we must always be on the 

alert when Rome speaks to issues like 

this because Rome wants to appear to 

be accepting of world religions. Rome 

has taught that people from other 

religions can, in the end, be saved in 

spite of not believing in and confessing 

Christ. So to any degree that the 

Pope’s statement that it is wrong to 

mock another person’s religion is 

meant to tell Muslims that they and 

Rome can be united, we reject what he 

says. Furthermore, we can show from 

Scripture that there ARE times when 

wicked, evil, enslaving, murderous 

religion IS mocked properly: 

 

Then Elijah said to the prophets of 
Baal, "Choose for yourselves one 
bull and prepare it first, for you are 
many, and call upon the name of 
your god, but put no fire to it." And 
they took the bull that was given 
them, and they prepared it and 
called upon the name of Baal from 
morning until noon, saying, "O 
Baal, answer us!" But there was no 
voice, and no one answered. And 
they limped around the altar that 
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they had made. And at noon Elijah 
mocked them, saying, "Cry aloud, 
for he is a god. Either he is musing, 
or he is relieving himself, or he is 
on a journey, or perhaps he is 
asleep and must be awakened." 
And they cried aloud and cut 
themselves after their custom with 
swords and lances, until the blood 
gushed out upon them. (1 Kings 
18:25-28) 

 
True religion vs false religion.  

 

It is this very thing that we see here in 

Mark’s Gospel, chapter 12 and really 

in all the life and ministry of Christ. 

The Light of the world comes into the 

darkness and the darkness tries to 

overcome Him. Let’s move in for a 

closer look where Jesus exposes some 

of the marks of false religion in 

contrast to that which is pleasing to the 

Lord.  Listen to it again: 

 

Mark 12:38-44  And in his teaching 
he said, "Beware of the scribes, who 
like to walk around in long robes 
and like greetings in the 
marketplaces  (39)  and have the 
best seats in the synagogues and 
the places of honor at feasts,  (40)  
who devour widows' houses and for 
a pretense make long prayers. They 
will receive the greater 
condemnation."  (41)  And he sat 
down opposite the treasury and 
watched the people putting money 

into the offering box. Many rich 
people put in large sums.   
 
(42)  And a poor widow came and 
put in two small copper coins, 
which make a penny.   
 
(43)  And he called his disciples to 
him and said to them, "Truly, I say 
to you, this poor widow has put in 
more than all those who are 
contributing to the offering box.  
(44)  For they all contributed out of 
their abundance, but she out of her 
poverty has put in everything she 
had, all she had to live on." 

 
This is, of course, related to our study 

last week from 2 Cor 9 – 

 

2 Corinthians 9:6-8  The point is 
this: whoever sows sparingly will 
also reap sparingly, and whoever 
sows bountifully will also reap 
bountifully.  (7)  Each one must 
give as he has decided in his heart, 
not reluctantly or under 
compulsion, for God loves a 
cheerful giver.  (8)  And God is able 
to make all grace abound to you, so 
that having all sufficiency in all 
things at all times, you may abound 
in every good work. 

 
The False Religion of the Scribes 
 

Religion characterized by the Scribes 

is still with us today, make no mistake. 
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These legalists who would exalt 

themselves and enslave others are 

easily found under the disguise of 

Christianity. Of course they are in 

other religions as well, but we are 

going to meet them in their “Christian” 

disguise. It is vital that we all have the 

discernment to see this false religion 

for what it is, reject it, and never 

permit it to enslave us. Notice the 

characteristics: 

 

1. They were “scribes.”   
 

2. They word “long robes” in public. 

 

3. They coveted being publicly 

honored by the “greetings” of 

others. 

 

4. They held the best seats in the 

synagogues 

 

5.  They were given, and coveted, 

seats of “guests of honor” at feasts 

 

6. They put on a pretense in their 

long prayers 

 

7. They devoured widows’ houses. 

 

Listen to the ISBE on this: 

 

The existence of law leads 
necessarily to a profession whose 
business is the study and 
knowledge of the law; at any rate, if 
the law is extensive and 

complicated. At the time of Ezra 
and probably for some time after, 
this was chiefly the business of the 
priests. Ezra was both priest and 
scholar (copher). It was chiefly in 
the interest of the priestly cult that 
the most important part of the 
Pentateuch was written. The 
priests were therefore also in the 
first instance the scholars and the 
guardians of the Law; but in the 
course of time this was changed.  
 
The more highly esteemed the Law 
became in the eyes of the people, 
the more its study and 
interpretation became a lifework by 
itself, and thus there developed a 
class of scholars who, though not 
priests, devoted themselves 
assiduously to the Law. These 
became known as the scribes, that 
is, the professional students of the 
Law. During the Hellenistic period, 
the priests, especially those of the 
upper class, became tainted with 
the Hellenism of the age and 
frequently turned their attention to 
paganistic culture, thus neglecting 
the Law of their fathers more or 
less and arousing the scribes to 
opposition. Thus, the scribes and 
not the priests were now the 
zealous defenders of the Law, and 
hence, were the true teachers of 
the people.  
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At the time of Christ, this distinction 
was complete. The scribes formed 
a solid profession which held 
undisputed sway over the thought 
of the people. In the New 
Testament they are usually called 
(grammateis), i.e. "students of the 
Scriptures," "scholars," 
corresponding to the Hebrew 
(copherim) = homines literati, those 
who make a profession of literary 
studies, which, in this case, of 
course, meant chiefly the Law. 
Besides this general designation, 
we also find the specific word 
(nomikoi), i.e. "students of the 
Law," "lawyers" (Matthew 
22:35 Luke 7:30; Luke 10:25; Luke 
11:45, 52; 14:3); and in so far as 
they not only know the Law but 
also teach it they are called 
(nomodidaskaloi), "doctors of the 
Law" (Luke 5:17 Acts 5:34). 
 
The extraordinary honors bestowed 
on these scholars on the part of the 
people are expressed in their 
honorary titles. Most common was 
the appellative "rabbi" = "my lord" 
(Matthew 23:7 and otherwise). This 
word of polite address gradually 
became a title. The word "rabboni" 
(Mark 10:51 John 20:16) is an 
extensive form, and was employed 
by the disciples to give expression 
to their veneration of Christ. In the 
Greek New Testament "rabbi" is 
translated as (kurie) (Matthew 8:2, 

6, 8, 21, 25 and otherwise), or 
(didaskale) (Matthew 8:19 and 
otherwise), in Luke by (epistata) 
(Luke 5:5; Luke 8:24, 45; 9:33, 19; 
17:13). Besides these, we find 
(pater), "father," and (kathegetes), 
"teacher" (Matthew 23:9 f). 
 
From their students the rabbis 
demanded honors even surpassing 
those bestowed on parents. "Let 
the honor of thy friend border on 
the honor of thy teacher, and the 
honor of thy teacher on the fear of 
God" ('Abhoth 4 12). "The honor of 
thy teacher must surpass the honor 
bestowed on thy father; for son and 
father are both in duty bound to 
honor the teacher" (Kerithoth 6 9). 
Everywhere the rabbis demanded 
the position of first rank (Matthew 
23:6 Mark 12:38 Luke 11:43; Luke 
20:46). Their dress equaled that of 
the nobility. They wore (stolai), 
"tunics," and these were the mark 
of the upper class. 
 
Since the scribes were lawyers 
(see LAWYER), much of their time 
was occupied in teaching and in 
judicial functions, and both these 
activities must be pursued 
gratuitously. Rabbi Zadok said: 
"Make the knowledge of the Law 
neither a crown in which to glory 
nor a spade with which to dig." 
Hillel used to say: "He who 
employs the crown (of the Law) for 
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external purposes shall dwindle." 
That the judge should not receive 
presents or bribes was written in 
the Law (Exodus 
23:8 Deuteronomy 16:19); hence, 
the Mishna said: "If anyone accept 
pay for rendering judgment, his 
judgment is null and void."  
 
The rabbis were therefore obliged 
to make their living by other 
means. Some undoubtedly had 
inherited wealth; others pursued a 
handicraft besides their study of 
the Law. Rabbi Gamaliel II 
emphatically advised the pursuit of 
a business in addition to the pursuit 
of the Law. It is well known that the 
apostle Paul kept up his handicraft 
even after he had become a 
preacher of the gospel (Acts 
18:3; Acts 20:34 1 Corinthians 
4:12; 1 Corinthians 9:6 2 
Corinthians 11:7 1 Thessalonians 
2:9 2 Thessalonians 3:8), and the 
same is reported of many rabbis. 
But in every instance the pursuit of 
the Law is represented as the 
worthier, and warning is given not 
to overestimate the value of the 
ordinary avocation. It was a saying 
of Hillel: "He that devotes himself 
to trade will not become wise." The 
principle of gratuity was probably 
carried out in practice only in 
connection with the judicial activity 
of the scribes; hardly in connection 
with their work as teachers. Even 

the Gospels, in spite of the 
admonition that the disciples 
should give without pay because 
they had received without pay 
(Matthew 10:8), nevertheless also 
state that the workman is worthy of 
his hire (Matthew 10:10 Luke 10:7); 
and Paul (1 Corinthians 9:14) 
states it as his just due that he 
receive his livelihood from those to 
whom he preaches the gospel, 
even though he makes use of this 
right only in exceptional cases (1 
Corinthians 9:3-18 2 Corinthians 
11:8, 9 Galatians 6:6Philippians 
4:10, 18). Since this appears to 
have been the thought of the times, 
we are undoubtedly justified in 
assuming that the Jewish teachers 
of the Law also demanded pay for 
their services. Indeed, the 
admonitions above referred to, not 
to make instruction in the Law the 
object of self-interest, lead to the 
conclusion that gratuity was not the 
rule; and in Christ's philippics 
against the scribes and Pharisees 
He makes special mention of their 
greed (Mark 12:40 Luke 
16:14; Luke 20:47). Hence, even 
though they ostensibly gave 
instruction in the Law gratuitously, 
they must have practiced methods 
by which they indirectly secured 
their fees. 
 

Our Lord tells us to BEWARE of these 

kinds.   
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Do we need to look very far today to 

find the scribes.  NO!  For example, 

think this through very carefully – 

 

Are there people today who profess to 

be Christians, who receive and crave 

celebrity status, who sit up front in the 

best seats in churches and conferences 

and other gatherings, who masses of 

Christians look to for every answer, 

buying up their books like hotcakes, 

hanging on their every word of 

“biblical interpretation” and 

teaching?  

 

You know the answer!  Beware of the 

scribes who LIKE to be exalted and 

worshipped and honored. These kind 

are masters as “putting on” a show of 

saintliness. They often even dress 

differently to mark themselves apart 

and above others. They lust to be “up 

front.” And Christians today are not 

doing a good job at all of heeding 

Christ’s warnings: Beware!  

 

I could cite the more notable examples 

– Joel Osteen flying in each Sunday in 

his own helicopter – but we find 

scribes trying to creep in among us on 

a smaller level. We have had to deal 

with them more than once in this 

church. They are legalists, and their 

goal is to enslave you and lead you to 

give them glory and praise.  We will 

see that this was happening at Corinth 

when we arrive at chapter 11 – 

 

 

2 Corinthians 11:20  For you bear it 
if someone makes slaves of you, or 
devours you, or takes advantage of 
you, or puts on airs, or strikes you 
in the face. 

 
“Come to me. I will tell you how to 

raise your children. I will tell you 

specifically how to operate in your 

marriage. I have answers in all these 

areas. I know what God’s Law has to 

say about everything. I will tell you 

what to eat and what not to eat. I know 

what God commands you about how to 

dress, what you can do for recreation, 

how your family evenings are to be 

spent, how to run your kitchen and 

your finances.  Just come to me and I 

will tell you. Buy my books. Listen to 

all my sermons and lectures. Look at 

me!  Listen to me! And if you 

don’t….” 

 

Have you ever felt intimidated and 

stupid because some guy or gal whose 

book you are reading seems to have all 

the answers from Scripture on about 

any topic you can think of, any 

intricacy of Bible doctrine, they know 

it all? Christ says BEWARE of these 

kind. Don’t give them honor and glory. 

BEWARE of them.  

 

Why?  Because in reality their religion 

is false. In fact, here is what they really 

do – 
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“who devour widows’ houses” 

 

So their concern is not for 

righteousness and justice, but for self-

glory and personal gain. How did they 

“devour widows’ houses?”  I would 

not doubt that they were like dishonest 

lawyers who used perversions of the 

law to their own ends.  We see how the 

Lord hates this kind of thing very 

frequently throughout Scripture: 

 

Isaiah 10:1-2  Woe to those who 
decree iniquitous decrees, and the 
writers who keep writing 
oppression,  (2)  to turn aside the 
needy from justice and to rob the 
poor of my people of their right, 
that widows may be their spoil, and 
that they may make the fatherless 
their prey! 
 
Micah 2:2  They covet fields and 
seize them, and houses, and take 
them away; they oppress a man 
and his house, a man and his 
inheritance. 

 
So they were using Scripture, 

distorting it, to make themselves rich 

by abusing the weak and poor like the 

widows. As we have seen, this is the 

very thing that was happening at 

Corinth. 

 

Beware of false religion. Beware of the 

scribes, whether it be the Pope and 

Rome, in the mega-celebrity writers 

and preachers in Protestantism, or the 

same spirit of the scribes in any local 

church. Beware of those who exalt 

themselves.   

 

I was thinking as I was writing this of 

the common practice in many churches 

of having especially ornate almost 

throne-like chairs up front in their 

churches for pastors and elders to sit. I 

saw an example when I went to a 

conference at Bob Jones University. In 

their huge chapel auditorium there are 

seats of honor on the platform for the 

faculty.  

 

Jesus denounces “the best seats in the 

synagogue and places of honor at 

feasts” mentality. Whenever we get to 

the point of carelessly thinking “well, 

this is what the pastor says” or “the 

well-known John Piper says” then we 

are guilty of foolish disregard of Jesus’ 

warning – Beware of the scribes. 

 

Oh, and by the way, do not miss that 

last phrase in verse 40 – THEY WILL 

RECEIVE THE GREATER 

CONDEMNATION.  Irony. Those 

who LOOK the godliest turn out to be 

the most wicked.  

 

True Religion 
 

Just after mentioning that the scribes 

“devour widows’ houses,” Mark brings 

us to a scene involving a widow. A 

nobody. I bet when she came into the 
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synagogue, these “greats” didn’t even 

notice her or viewed her with derision. 

But here is Jesus’ take on it - 

 

Mark 12:41-44  And he sat down 
opposite the treasury and watched 
the people putting money into the 
offering box. Many rich people put 
in large sums.  (42)  And a poor 
widow came and put in two small 
copper coins, which make a penny.  
(43)  And he called his disciples to 
him and said to them, "Truly, I say 
to you, this poor widow has put in 
more than all those who are 
contributing to the offering box.  
(44)  For they all contributed out of 
their abundance, but she out of her 
poverty has put in everything she 
had, all she had to live on." 

 
Notice “many rich people put in large 

sums.”  I don’t know if trumpets blew, 

but it is obvious that the atmosphere 

there had plenty of false worship in it. 

Jesus did not denounce the treasury. It 

was valid even back in the OT era that 

worshippers would come and give gifts 

for the maintenance of the temple and 

other aspects of the worship of God. 

But God loves a cheerful giver. That is 

to say, He looks at the heart of the 

giver. A rich person might put a large 

sum in and everyone commends him, 

but in fact it was no real sacrifice. 

AND it was done for self-glory. 

 

The widow on the other hand was 

exercising the kind of faithful, cheerful 

and generous giving that Paul speaks 

of in 2 Cor 9. For all of their pomp and 

show of religiosity, the scribes were 

self-serving phonies. The first shall be 

last, and the last shall be first in the 

kingdom of God. 

 

THIS needs to be our thinking as well. 

If we are going to heed Christ’s 

command to BEWARE of the scribes, 

our minds need some serious 

renewing.  

 

Christian, YOU are indwelt and led by 

the Holy Spirit. If that is not so, then 

you are not a Christian. Every 

Christian is led by the Spirit. Every 

Christian can understand God’s Word 

if they will apply themselves to it. We 

are helped along by pastors and 

teachers that the Lord provides, but 

each one of us can discern truth from 

error.  So let me end with this 

recommendation: 

 

Let’s all give ourselves more fully to 

the prayerful reading and meditating 

on the Word of God, and spend less 

time listening to the scribes tell us 

what it means. 

 

What scribes might you have been 

wrongly relying upon?  Beware of 

them.  


