
MESSAGE – Wolves Dressed like Sheep 

Lent 5 – March 21, 2021 

Rev. Lisa Kruse-Safford 

 

So in the last few months, the church staff and I have been dealing with a 

frustrating situation.  Someone has been presenting him or herself as me 

and sending out emails or texts to some of the people in our congregation.   

 

The message is requesting some kind of help; saying things like “I need a 

favor from you.  Text me back” and there’s my name with the title of Pastor 

that ends the short message. 

 

We have sent out numerous messages to the congregation warning people: 

“DO NOT respond to these requests.”  They are not from me!   

 

Maybe these imposters keep trying this because they assume that people 

will naturally heed the pastor.  “Certainly we can trust the pastor!” 

 

And that just may be true, not only for pastors and other religious leaders, 

but anyone with perceived, implied, or granted authority in a society: 

police, judges, lawyers, doctors, the wealthy, famous, and even people who 

are physically beautiful have a certain power over others.   

Their words are listened to much more.  Given more weight.  Believed 

more readily.  In short, they have influence over others; influence that 

can be powerful.   

 

It’s true.  When those emails and texts have gone out, I’ve had people 

contact me through my real phone number or email asking what they can 

help me with.  And I’m quite sure that if I did ask for gift cards, people 

would have done it.  But really, friends, I wouldn’t do that! 

 



But it has been done intentionally by so-called pastors through the year: 

We’ve probably all heard stories about online or TV ministries encouraging 

people to give money that they do not really have, to take out loans or 

lines of credit, promising people that if they go into debt “for the Lord,” 

God will make them millionaires. 

 

And so, it is critically important for the well-being of others, that when you 

have a place of position in society, a title, you have to be very careful not to 

use that position for your own gain.  

 

So, it’s a sad thing that Jesus says what he says next in the series of events 

of his last week: 

 

Mark 12:38-40 
38 As he taught, he said, “Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in 

long robes, and to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces, 39 and to 

have the best seats in the synagogues and places of honor at 

banquets! 40 They devour widows’ houses and for the sake of appearance 

say long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation.” 

~~~~~~ 

 

So the scribes had a particular position of power in the society in Jesus’ day.  

Maybe you have an image of a sleepy monk leaning over a lonely table 

copying a manuscript.  But scribes were so much more.  Scribes not only 

had knowledge of the law, but they could draft legal documents: contracts 

for marriage, divorce, loans, inheritance, mortgages, the sale of land, and 

the like. Every village had at least one scribe.  

 

In short, they had power and a place of authority and position in society.  

They were listened to.  Their advice was heeded.  And therefore, they had a 

great responsibility to do what was right by people.  But what if they didn’t? 



 

What if they took advantage of that place of respect to enrich themselves?  

 

1) Like encourage someone who is in a tight spot to “let them help”.  Let 

them control their money, make their decisions, etc.  Like the widows. 

So in that culture, widows without any male protection were economically 

threatened; so a scribe might manage their finances supposedly as an act 

of protection but often as a way to make themselves richer.   

Hard to believe, right?  Unfortunately it happens. 

 

2) Or the scribes could counsel around making offerings.  Kind of like the 

empty promises of some TV evangelists in years past.   

John Pilch in The Cultural World of Jesus: 

The authorities promised to redistribute Temple collections to the needy. In 

actuality, they spent the funds on conspicuous consumption instead: long 

robes and banquets. This is how they “devoured the estates of widows.” 

 

And as if on cue, there is a widow who comes along to make her offering.   

Mark 12:41-44 
41 He sat down opposite the treasury, and watched the crowd putting 

money into the treasury. Many rich people put in large sums. 42 A poor 

widow came and put in two small copper coins, which are worth a 

penny. 43 Then he called his disciples and said to them, “Truly I tell you, this 

poor widow has put in more than all those who are contributing to the 

treasury. 44 For all of them have contributed out of their abundance; but she 

out of her poverty has put in everything she had, all she had to live on.” 

Jesus, while praising this woman for her faithfulness, also seems to lament 

the position this woman has been put in.  She has been taught “sacrificial 

giving” by her religious leaders.  Which she does.  Which leaves her with 

nothing.   

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0814622879/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=tiheco-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0814622879


And add to that the fact that her sacrifice is taken advantage of….those who 

have received the benefits of her offering offer her no support as was 

directed by God.  After all, she should be receiving not having to give! 

 

That’s the huge and terrible irony of it all: 

 Those who “know the Law” end up not  honoring God’s commands 

to care for the  most vulnerable.   

 

Is this really what God’s kingdom is about? 

 

Just like with the marketplace in the Temple, Jesus is upset at how far the 

worship of God has degenerated.  Their religion - of long prayers and long 

robes - was all about themselves, not about creating the community of God 

in which all people were taken care of.   

 

And Jesus saw them for what they were.  Which it ends up is pretty 

dangerous: 

 

Mark 14:1 

14 It was two days before the Passover and the festival of Unleavened 

Bread. The chief priests and the scribes were looking for a way to arrest 

Jesus by stealth and kill him. 

 

Jesus’ truthfulness put him into an even more precarious position with the 

authorities….and another step was taken toward the shouts of “crucify him”. 

 

Let’s enter into a time of confession. 

 

Lord Jesus, we have been hearing and using the word “justice” a lot this last 

year.  Do we even know what you mean when you call us to ‘do 

justice’?  We confess that we disagree what justice looks like and how to 



achieve justice; and we confess the selfish way of the human heart that 

doesn’t naturally seek justice - especially when to have justice means we 

have to think of someone else’s needs and not merely our own.  Forgive us 

and set us free, Lord.  Set us free to love our neighbors as ourselves. Set us 

free to love so no one lives oppressed.  Set us free to live fully in your 

kingdom on earth, as it is in heaven.  Amen. 
 

 

 


