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The Acts of the Apostles
The Ministry of the Gospel in a Messy Church & Conflictive World
In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus states, “I send you forth as
sheep in the midst of wolves; be ye therefore wise as
serpents and harmless as doves.” In other words, the
nature of things for the Christian is that he/she lives
in the midst of dangerous circumstances. Wolves are
obviously a danger to sheep. Sheep are nothing,
compared to wolves. Sheep are weak and naturally
timid compared to wolves. Nonetheless, it is the way
that it is. And so, for the Christian, he/she needs to
have wisdom in this world. He/she needs to be as
cunning as a serpent but at the same time harmless
like a dove. A theologian once commented on this
sentiment saying, “Though Christ commands His
disciples to be harmless as the doves, that is, they should be
upright and without bitterness, yet He also admonishes
them that they be prudent as the serpents, that is, they
should diligently beware of false and deceitful people and be
careful, as it is said that serpents in battle with special
cunning and art watch and shelter their head.” In other
words, the disciples were to be wise to avoid danger.
And they were to be harmless in not provoking

Acts 23:11-35

danger. It is difficult to find a snake to destroy; it is
difficult to be hard-hearted in killing a dove.
The purpose of thinking about Matthew 10:16-ff is that
it captures what is going on in Acts 23: 11-15. In Acts
23:11-15, Paul was most definitely a sheep among
wolves. The Jews took a vow to kill Paul. More
specifically, there were more than 40 Jews that took an
oath to ambush and kill the Apostle Paul. And so, Paul
was a sheep. The assassins were wolves. Wolves exist
not only in the left-hand kingdom but can also exist in
the right-hand kingdom as well.
We must be careful not to be naïve as Christians. There
are devilish schemes in the world that are aimed at
Christians. Therefore, it is essential to understand that:
•

1

Wolves are always hungry to eat sheep. Their
appetite for sheep can never be quenched.
Sooner or later, they always try to eat sheep.

•

•

Wolves can never be trusted, for they can
never be tamed. Sheep cannot make friends
with wolves. There is no such thing as peace
with a wolf.
Sheep are not strong enough to defeat wolves.
There is no such thing as a Rambo-sheep that
is stronger than a wolf.

May we have pity on Christians who fail to realize the
previously stated points. May we have pity on fellow
Christians who are only innocent as a dove and not
keen like a serpent!
Regarding Paul, though, the plot of the assassins was
discovered. As a result, the assassination plot was
communicated to the tribune (i.e., chief captain).
Once he received news of the assassination plot, the
chief captain resorted to a very wise plan. On the one
hand, if the chief captain slayed the assassins, he
could agitate the Jews and create a larger conflict.
However, if he ignored the assassination plot, he
could become an accomplice in the murder of Paul – a
Roman Citizen. And so, the chief captain did the only
reasonable thing – he ordered his soldiers to make
ready to move Paul to the city of Caesarea. Get Paul
out of dodge! Once in Caesarea, Paul was placed into
the palace of Herod, where he was protected as a
Roman Citizen by the Roman Governor named
Felix.
As stated before, the Lord will many times protect
His own through confusing the world. The Lord will
also protect His own through those in the world who
want to advance their careers. In other words, while
we are called to be wise as serpents, through the
Lord’s sovereignty, He will do as He desires through
those in the left-hand kingdom. Practically stated, we
Christians are to avoid being naïve fools. Yes, we
need to pray at all times; however, there are times
when we pray and ‘act’ like a wise serpent. And
while we act like a wise serpent, we must also
understand that being wise as a serpent may not
always yield us ease and comfort. We may, indeed, be
innocent as a dove and wise as a serpent and still
experience death and/or persecution. At the end of
the day, we trust that the Lord’s ‘ultimate will’ will be
done, regardless of how much we are like a dove or a
serpent.

