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I once had a classmate who left 
school to join the civil service. 
At the time, I didn’t know what 
that meant. Civil servants are 

sometimes the silent, invisible people 
who get things done behind the scenes – 
the administrators who create the subtle 
machinery which isn’t noticed until sand 
gets into the cogs, or one part of the 
system is decoupled from another. 

In the ancient Near East, civil servants 
were known as scribes – literate people 
with a knowledge of the law. The author 
of the Gospel of Matthew seems to have 
been a member of this self-perpetuating 
scribal class. A scribe has responsibility 
for passing on tradition in all its detail, 
which is where the words ‘jot’ and 
‘tittle’ come from – tittles being the 
little fl ourishes on Hebrew letters that 
had to be strictly preserved from one 
manuscript to the next. Such traditional 
learning, necessarily based on rote 
memorisation, contrasted with the lively, 
creative spirit of debate at the heart of 
Hebrew interpretation. 

Scribes tend to get bad press in 
readings of the New Testament; they 
are lumped together with the Pharisees 
as recipients of easy stereotyping. That 
there were good scribes and a good 
purpose for them is suggested by the 
words of Jesus later in the Gospel, when 
he identifi es prophets, sages and scribes 
as people sent by God and mistreated by 
generations of religious leaders. 

Matthew’s skills as a scribe show 
in his ability to construct a coherent 
account of the life and ministry of 
Jesus, and maybe he consciously or 
unconsciously gives himself a little bit 
of a plug in these two verses, which 
round off a run of parables. He’s subtle 

too – his reference to the treasure in the 
householder’s store resonates with the 
stories of the pearl of great price, and 
the buried treasure in a fi eld, from a few 
verses earlier.

In this Bible passage, referring to the 
series of parables he has told the crowd, 
Jesus asks: ‘Have you understood all this?’ 
Having discreetly explained the parables 
to the inner core of his followers, they 
confi dently say: ‘Yes’. Because they are 
people who listen to his teaching, take it 
in, and act upon it, they will be the right 
kind of scribe, in contrast to the people 
who refuse to listen. The true disciple 
is the one who teaches both by word of 
mouth and by example. 

The good scribe goes beyond 
simply transmitting tradition by using 
it creatively in new adventures in 
uncharted territory. Matthew realised 
that a ‘we always do it this way’ view 
has to yield to using what we know 
and what we’ve learned to do things 

differently, in this transformed life that 
Jesus has shown.

We are all formed in a particular 
context, and the earliest one for me 
was a Pennine dairy farm where, rather 
than attending pre-school classes, I was 
taught to carry buckets of cattle cake 
into the feeding aisle for the cows before 
milking, counting them off as I went. I 
learned about circles by drawing round 
the bottom of cake tins, to line them 
with greaseproof paper. The dialect 
I was immersed in at home carried 
farming words inherited from old 
Norse – although I didn’t know it at the 
time. Economics was drummed into me 
through the inherited wisdom of elderly 
parents who had survived wartime 
rationing by the shrewdness of ‘waste 
not, want not’ and ‘make do and mend’ 
policies. Yet, my parents also found their 
outlooks on life changed by the upheaval 
of war. The basic skills and deeply rooted 
values I inherited are now used in 
settings that bear no relation to where I 
learned them. I fi nd myself responding 
to 21st-century challenges with habits 
of thought inherited from a time and a 
place that has long gone.

A good scribe, like Matthew – who 
has been trained for the kingdom of 
heaven – recognises the value of what’s 
old and what’s new, and has the wisdom 
to respect both. Just because a truth has 
been known for generations, doesn’t 
make it worthless, and neither should 
the newness of an insight automatically 
cause it to be dismissed. 

The Church is both old and new, living 
with inherited expectations and habits 
that can help or hinder. We have to learn 
how to sift the best of the old and carry it 
forward, combining it with the newness 
that will endure, rather than simply 
being the fashion of the moment. We are 
asked to offer ancient wisdom to new 
realities, and to use our judgement to 
fi nd the Way in the way forward. 
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‘Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the 
master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.’

Matthew 13:51-52
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Reform
NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

Chapter & verse – Fiona Thomas (page 24) 
Read Matthew 13:51-52, followed by Fiona Thomas’ article. 
 
1. ‘A scribe has responsibility for passing on tradition,’ says Fiona in the article’s second 
paragraph. Who preserves the traditions in your family? Are there tradition keepers in 
society more generally? If so, who might those people be?

2. In the biblical text, Jesus refers to scribes ‘trained for the kingdom of heaven’. What tasks 
might training for the Kingdom involve for Christians today?

3. The sixth paragraph of the article says that, like ‘the right kind of scribe’, the inner core of 
Jesus’ disciples ‘listen to his teaching, take it in, and act upon it’. How might we do the same? 

4. Fiona states that: ‘The true disciple is the one who teaches both by word of mouth and 
by example.’ Have there been examples of this kind of good teaching in your life? If so, what 
difference did it make?

5. Fiona talks of a ‘we always do it this way’ view in her sixth paragraph, suggesting that such 
a view ‘has to yield to using what we know and what we’ve learned to do things differently’. 
Do you agree that old knowledge must be used to do new things? Have you had experience 
of this?

6. Jesus says that the master ‘brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old’. In your 
experience, do churches value both old and new? How can both tradition and innovation 
have a place in church life?

7. Fiona’s final paragraph calls on Christians to ‘offer ancient wisdom to new realities’. What 
do you understand this to mean? What kinds of wisdom should the Church be sharing? 

For further reflection ‘ My heart overflows with a goodly theme; I address my verses to the 
king; my tongue is like the pen of a ready scribe.’ Psalm 45:1
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Prayer: Father, we give thanks for the people who taught us your ways and for all those 
who passed traditions on down the line to us. Help us to see how we can understand and 
apply those things in the world we live in today, so that we might pass on a living, treasured 
tradition to those who come after. Amen
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