
334

Waymon Swain was born in Carthage, Mississippi. He and his
wife, the former Tommie Miller have two sons. Swain attended
Freed-Hardeman College, Alabama Christian School of Religion,
Southern Christian University, and Southwest Bible College and
Seminary. He worked as a missionary in Nigeria and Cameroon
in West Africa. Swain preached for more than twenty years for the
Central congregation in Bastrop, Louisiana. He now works with
the Goodwill Church of Christ in Goodwill, Louisiana.

“BEWARE OF THE SCRIBES”
Waymon Swain

INTRODUCTION1

Then in the audience of all the people he said unto his disciples,
Beware of the scribes, which desire to walk in long robes, and
love greetings in the markets, and the highest seats in the
synagogues, and the chief rooms at feasts; Which devour
widows' houses, and for a shew make long prayers: the same
shall receive greater damnation (Lk. 20:45-47).

The scribes in the days of Jesus made a systematic study of the
Scriptures. In essence that was their profession, or occupation. Scribes
spent most of their time tediously copying the Scriptures. At that time,
the Old Testament contained all of the inspired Scriptures. Because the
scribes copied, writing and rewriting the Old Testament Scriptures day
after day, they were more likely than not to know the text better than
most others. Because of their knowledge of the Old Testament books,
the scribes became the sources the people looked to for guidance and
help in understanding and teaching the Scriptures.

A major problem many of the scribes had was their inability to
make a correct application of the Scriptures they knew so well.
Knowing the words contained in a book is one thing, but giving the
accurate meaning and making the proper application of those words is
something altogether different. The scribes needed to follow the
example of those mentioned in Nehemiah 8:8—“[T]hey read in the
book in the law of God distinctly, and gave the sense, and caused them
to understand the reading.” Unfortunately though, the scribes often
substituted their opinions and traditions for the Truth. They taught their
opinions and traditions as if they were the Truth of God’s Word. They
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considered their opinions and traditions to be as important as the Law
of God.

Ezra was a good scribe. He set the right example in that he
“prepared his heart to seek the law of the Lord, and to do it, and to
teach in Israel statutes and judgments” (Ezra 7:10). All scribes—scribes
then and now—need to follow in Ezra’s footsteps. In fact, every
Christian needs to do the four things mentioned in Ezra 7:10. We need
to:

1. Prepare our hearts to seek and know the will of God. This has
to do with our attitude.

2. Seek the law of the Lord. We need to have the will to know the
law.

3. Then, we need to do God’s will.

4. Then and only then we have the right to teach it to others.
Jesus condemned the scribes for being hypocrites and false
teachers.

One must know the Truth before he can apply the Truth and teach
others. Unlike Ezra, it appears that most of the scribes of Jesus’ day did
not have the inclination to apply the Truth to themselves. This is why
Jesus called them “hypocrites.” The scribes had a great superficial
knowledge of the Old Testament, and they were among Jesus’ harshest
critics. The scribes and Pharisees were tireless in their efforts to turn
the people against or away from Jesus. From what the Scriptures say
about the scribes, it may be reasonably inferred that they often
manifested a bad attitude, were arrogant, and that some of them used
their position for personal gain. The way they conducted themselves is
the reason Jesus said: “Beware of the scribes” (Lk. 20:46).

For the first twenty-five hundred years of Bible history there was
no written law. Thus, there was no need for scribes. However, when
God gave the written Law through Moses and inspired the prophets and
others to write His Word, scribes became necessary for the purpose of
making copies of the Scriptures. The first mentioned “scribe” in the
Bible is Seraiah (2 Sam. 8:17). Seraiah is said to be Ezra’s father in
Ezra 7:1. Evidently, like his father, Ezra was a scribe. At first, the
scribes came from among the priests. Not only was Ezra a scribe, he
was also a priest.
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And all the people gathered themselves together as one man into
the street that was before the water gate; and they spake unto
Ezra the scribe to bring the book of the law of Moses, which the
Lord had commanded to Israel. And Ezra the priest brought the
law before the congregation both of men and women, and all that
could hear with understanding, upon the first day of the seventh
month (Neh. 8:1-2).

Here, it should be noted that Ezra was also a prophet.
As is illustrated by Ezra, not all scribes were bad. This was

especially so before the time of Christ’s earthly ministry. Scribes
dedicated their lives—making it their life’s work—to copy and to know
the Scriptures. They were not only scholars, they were the guardians of
the Law of Moses and all other inspired writings. Some years before
Christ, in 277 B.C., seventy scribes translated the Old Testament into
Greek. Their translation is known as the Septuagint. To say the least,
this was a commendable and monumental work performed by the
Hebrew scribes who did it. However, in the course of time, things
changed. A time came when some who were not priests became scribes.
Unfortunately, to them, their work as scribes was just a “profession.”

This new breed of scribe did not love the Law of Moses and the
other Old Testament writings as they should. Instead, they loved to
“walk in long robes, and love greetings in the markets, and the highest
seats in the synagogues, and the chief rooms at feasts” (Lk. 20:46).
They devour widows’ houses. That is, they would take advantage of the
needy and helpless among the people. These are the ones of whom
Jesus was speaking when He said: “Beware of the scribes.” Yet, it was
to these men—who were little more than professional students—that so
many looked for guidance and understanding in religious matters. They
were held in high esteem, and were called “Rabbi,” “father,” and
“master” (Mt. 23:7-10). At first, those terms may have only been polite
addresses, however, as time progressed they became titles of honor and
distinction. These men demanded honor and respect of all the people.

Yes, in Jesus’ day many of the scribes were unethical and evil men.
Still, there were some good ones who continued to copy and to love the
sacred writings as did their fathers. In the 1940s, the Dead Sea Scrolls
were found. They had been copied by scribes about two hundred years
before Christ. Archaeologists discovered copies of every Old Testa-
ment book but one—Esther. What happened and/or why the scribes
stopped their work and hid the scrolls is unknown. However, their
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esteem and respect for God’s inspired Word is evident from the use of
their time and the efforts they made to preserve it. By the way,
comparatively speaking, the Old Testament we hold in our hands today
is virtually the same Old Testament as the scribes hid in the caves of
Qumran over 2,000 years ago.

As the scribes of Jesus’ day became acquainted with the Hellenistic
teachings, they changed and began to teach traditions (the teachings of
men), giving them equal status to the Word of God. Jesus condemned
the scribes, because they added to, took away from, and in other ways
changed the Word of God.

Today, we do not have to rely on scribes to provide for us hand-
written copies of the Bible as people did in former times. In modern
times, we have the means (machinery, electronics, and technology) to
print as many Bibles as we want or need. However, in a manner of
speaking, we have our own scribes today. We call them writers.

There are many today—in the church and out of the church—who
write “religious literature” (pamphlets, Bible class material, commen-
taries, magazine, articles, books purporting to be Biblical, etc.). We
must “Beware of the scribes,” too. In the Lord’s church, as there was
in the past, there are many good and sound writers today. I thank God
for all the men who have written in years gone by and left us so many
excellent books. We are the better because they wrote. But, just as it
was in the day of Christ, we have to be careful of what men are writing.

We have some brethren who have written for years. In many cases,
they penned good books, true books—books read by many. In their
younger years, they wrote books and material that was useful and
according to the Bible. They have written many books, we have read
them and built our trust in their authors. Yet, as those authors have
grown older, they have gradually changed, and because of their
influence, if we are not careful we will change with them. Those once
highly esteemed for their writings can become “Change Agents,”
leading the Lord’s people into digression and heresy. We can be in the
number led away from the Truth if we fail to “Beware of the scribes.”

Men who are editors of our papers can be dangerous. Of them we
need to be warned: “Beware of the scribes.” I remember an editor of a
paper who did much good for many years. He stood for the Truth. He
stood for the inspiration of the Bible, and the oneness of the Lord’s
church. As he got older, he began to change in his teaching. He
changed so gradually that many did not notice the change.
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Another paper was read by many, and it was sound when the older
men stood for what was right. But younger men came along who had
different thoughts and ideas. They had a different interpretation of
things. One of the writers said that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John
were not part of the New Testament. This was a paper which had been
read for years and was believed by many. They did a good job proving
that the Law ended at the cross and that we were no longer under the
Law. However, they did not prove that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John
were part of the old Law. How could books be taken out of the way if
they had not been written at the time the Law ended? The reason they
teach this is to do away with what those books teach on things like
marriage and divorce and remarriage.

Matthew 19:9 says: “And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put
away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another,
committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth
commit adultery.” Jesus also said: “But I say unto you, That whosoever
shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her
to commit adultery: and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced
committeth adultery” (Mt. 5:32). Who can misunderstand those verses?
They are plain and to the point. One has to accept or reject their
teaching.

Then there comes along another idea—do away with the books. Or
do as others and say: “One is not under ‘covenant law’ or the Law of
Christ if he is not in the church. The law of marriage is as old as man
himself. All men are accountable to the Law of God. This was true
before the church was established. Herod was accountable to God’s
Law of marriage, divorce and remarriage before the church was
established. John the Baptist told Herod: “It is not lawful for thee to
have her” (Mt. 14:4). What law was he under?

Some say that baptism will “wash away” the sin of adultery in
unscriptural marriages, and that the couple in the unscriptural marriage
can stay in that unscriptural relationship. If Herod and Herodias had
been baptized on the day of Pentecost, could they have continued to be
husband and wife? Would baptism in some way have changed their
unscriptural marriage into a Scriptural marriage? One writer who had
written many good and sound books in years gone by, in his last years
wrote a book on the subject of marriage, divorce and remarriage. He
took that view. Again, we need to say as did Jesus: “Beware of the
scribes.” It truly is sad that many formerly good, sound men—men who
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did excellent jobs of writing on almost every subject in their early
years—changed their thinking and commenced to writing doctrinal
error (blatant error in most cases) on some Bible subject.

Sometimes there are families who preach, teach and write for years
and having a good reputation, are held in honor and trusted among
brethren. They get a following and then change their teachings and
beliefs. I am thinking of one family who for years stood for the truth in
what they taught and wrote. As they got older and the years went by,
they came out with their “newfound truth” (?) on the Holy Spirit. For
years, we have believed and taught that the Spirit worked on the saint
and sinner alike—only through the Word, the Bible. We are begotten
by the “word of truth” (Jas. 1:18). After we are “born again” we are the
children of God. Once we are babes in Christ, Peter tells us: “As
newborn babes, desire the sincere milk of the word, that ye may grow
thereby” (1 Pet. 2:2). Has this changed?

During the age of miracles, the Spirit by His direct operation led
people in their teaching, singing, prayers and in other things. All of this
was without the Word, the Bible. The reason being, the Bible had not
yet been written. The Spirit guided them into all Truth. They were
guided so they could write the New Testament. Paul said these things
would come to an end (1 Cor. 13:8-10). Paul said the spiritual gifts
were: “For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for
the edifying of the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:11-12). All of this was done
by the Spirit in a miraculous way. But Paul said these things would
cease when that which was perfect is come.

That which is perfect is the Bible, the Word of God. It has come,
so the miracles ceased. Yet, according to some, that is not true. They
claim that the Spirit is, by means of a direct operation, still guiding men
today. That would be miraculous. Think for just a moment. If that were
true, if the Holy Spirit was, by a direct operation, still guiding men
today, there would be no misunderstandings, no false or different
doctrines on the same subject. We would all be led by the Spirit. We
would all speak the same things.

Frankly, the teaching that the Spirit is still working in miraculous
ways, still in a direct operation guiding men today, is nothing more
than the often and easily refuted denominational teaching that has been
around for years. Even so, now it is coming back into the church and
we are having to fight that battle all over again.
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We need to beware of a preacher or teacher who will say: “I am
going to say something you have not heard before.” I can assure you it
has been heard before. I heard a preacher say: “I want you to stay with
me tonight, don’t turn me off until you have heard all the lesson.” His
subject that night was on the “Grace of God.” I wondered what “new
things” he had found out about grace that had not been taught before?
After hearing the lesson, it was not something new, it was the same old
doctrine of Calvinism that has been heard and taught for years. Now we
are hearing this in the Lord’s church.

Titus 2:11; Ephesians 2:8-9; and Romans 5:1-2 all teach that we are
saved by grace. It is one thing to teach that one is saved by grace, and
another thing to teach that we are saved by grace “only.” A person is
saved by faith, but not by “faith only.” The Bible teaches that we are
saved by baptism (1 Pet. 3:20-21), but not by “baptism only.” Anytime
you put the word “only” by a word, you exclude all other things. There
is no one thing that the Bible teaches us that we are saved by that
excludes all the other things by which it says we are saved.

When I was a young Christian and preacher, if you told me you
were a Christian or preacher for the church of Christ, I could tell you
what you believed. It is not so today. Many of our preachers have gone
to denominational schools. They have been taught by denominational
teachers until they have come to believe and teach false doctrines. We
need to “Beware of the false scribes.”

Not only do we need to beware of preachers and teachers, we need
to beware of elders and congregations that do not stand for the Truth.
We all know of elderships and congregations that have been led astray
by some of the false teachers. Numbers of congregations have been led
astray by their preachers who taught false doctrines without any
opposition from the elders in those congregations. Elders not only need
to be, they must be qualified and know the Truth so that they can
recognize error when it is taught. That way, neither they nor the
congregations they have the responsibility to protect can be led astray
into accepting false doctrines (Tit. 1:9-11).

We need to beware of our modern-day scribes. No, we do not need
scribes as they did back in Bible times just to copy the Bible. Be that
as it may, there are many today who demonstrate some of the same
attitudes and teachings the scribes did who lived in Jesus’ day. It would
not surprise me to see in the near future some preachers and/or elders
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in the Lord’s church following the denominational world in wearing
“religious clothing.”

Men have used television to “rob” widows and others so that they
could gain great wealth, build for themselves big mansions and stash
large sums of cash in their overflowing bank accounts. Many do this in
the name of religion. Story-after-story has been told of the promised
miraculous healings and the acquisition of abundant wealth—if you
will just “plant a seed of faith” by sending us your money. From all we
hear and see in today’s world, the spirit of the scribes is alive and well.
We need to beware of men and women who act like the scribes did in
the days of Christ.

Some have attempted to defraud the government in the name of
religion. Some have gotten themselves into trouble by being immoral.
We need to be careful not to be caught up in these kinds of things.
Because the scribes did not make the proper application of the Truth
they had, Jesus rebuked them and warned others: “Beware of the
scribes.”

How much Bible knowledge do you have? Do you study your
Bible each and every day? When you read what others have written, do
you know if it is the Truth or not?

A major problem the scribes had in Jesus’ day was that they
rejected the Christ. Many today reject the teaching of the Bible. That
is just as bad as the scribes’ rejection of the Messiah. Because the
scribes rejected Him they were lost. If one rejects the teaching of the
Bible today, he will likewise be lost. No one should be lost.

CONCLUSION

For one to be saved, he must stay true to the teachings of the Bible.
Have you done that? Have you obeyed the Gospel? It is clear what one
must do to be saved. We need to study the cases of conversions in the
Book of Acts and learn what they did and what they were told to do.
We must hear: “So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the
word of God” (Rom. 10:17). We are told: “It is written in the prophets,
And they shall be all taught of God. Every man therefore that hath
heard, and hath learned of the Father, cometh unto me” (Jn. 6:45). We
need to be sure that we hear what the Bible says for us to hear and do.

After one has heard, he must believe what he has heard. “I said
therefore unto you, that ye shall die in your sins: for if ye believe not
that I am he, ye shall die in your sins” (Jn. 8:24). After believing, one
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must repent of sins. “And the times of this ignorance God winked at;
but now commandeth all men every where to repent” (Acts 17:30,
emphasis added). This command does not leave out anyone. The next
verse tells us why. “Because he hath appointed a day, in the which he
will judge the world in righteousness by that man whom he hath
ordained; whereof he hath given assurance unto all men, in that he hath
raised him from the dead.” After one has repented of his or her sins, he
or she must confess his or her faith in Christ. In Acts 8:37, we learn of
one making this good confession. To the Ethiopian eunuch, “Philip
said, If thou believest with all thine heart, thou mayest. And he
answered and said, I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.” After
the Ethiopian eunuch made the confession, he was then bap-
tized—“they went down both into the water, both Philip and the
eunuch; and he baptized him” (Acts 8:38). We learn from Acts 2:38,
that baptism is for the remission of our sins. In Acts 22:16, we are
taught that baptism washes away our sins. Again, 1 Peter 3:21 says that
baptism saves us. Those things are what the Bible says one must do to
be saved and be added to the Lord’s church (Acts 2:47). Do not let
anyone tell you that you can do anything different and be saved. There
are many who will tell you otherwise. “Beware of the false scribes.”

After you have been baptized into Christ you must be faithful. The
Bible says: “[B]e thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown
of life” (Rev. 2:10). We must be faithful in study, in worship, and in
living the Christian life. “If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those
things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God”
(Col. 3:1).

Let us study the Bible so that we will know false teaching when we
hear it. We need to be good and faithful scribes and stewards of God’s
Word. Christians today must examine their hearts, their teaching and
their motives to make sure they do not become like the scribes were in
the days of Jesus. Let us ever remember that we can become like the
scribes in Jesus’s day if we follow the wrong preachers and teachers.
“Beware of the false scribes.”

ENDNOTES
1 All Scripture references are taken from the King James Version unless
otherwise noted.
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