
 

“Sheep in the Midst of Wolves” 
(Matthew 10:16-23) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Jesus has to this point in our text given to His apostles specific instructions concerning where to go, 
what to preach, what to do to confirm their message, what to take with them, where to stay and what they were to do 
if their message was rejected.  All of these things had to do with their particular situation in first century Israel as 
Jesus sent them out on their first preaching tour.  Now there certainly are also principles here which the Lord would 
have us to apply to the Gospel ministry today, such the importance of our supporting that work through our giving, 
our prayers, and our showing of hospitality.  We were also warned about how dangerous a situation people put 
themselves in when they reject the Gospel.  Jesus said that the wicked sinners of Sodom and Gomorrah will be 
judged less severely than those who hear and reject the Gospel.  The more God is revealed to a person, the more 
blameable he becomes if he rejects that God.  We should bear this in mind as we seek to bring Christ to our children, 
to our family members, our neighbors and our friends.  We should do all in our power to present a clear presentation 
of the Gospel to them, and to live a life which reflects, not only the fact that we believe, but that our lives have been 
changed by the power of that Gospel, that we love the way Christ calls us to love.   
  But now Jesus is shifting directions just a little and broadening out His instructions.  The things He tells them 
now, though they were very applicable to them then, are also still very applicable to the ministry today.  First, Jesus 
tells them what the spiritual climate is like that He is sending them into.  Second, He tells them how they are to 
conduct themselves while they are in that environment.  And lastly, He gives several specific examples of how this 
will work itself out.   
 
I.  First, Jesus tells them what the spiritual situation will be like.  He says, “Behold, I send you out as sheep in 

the midst of wolves.”   
A.  The picture that Jesus uses to describe what things will be like for them is that of a flock of sheep surrounded 

by a pack of wolves.  Now if you know anything about the nature of these two animals, you can see that 
Jesus is not painting a very pretty picture.   
1.  Wolves are wild dogs.  They are very vicious and threatening animals.  They kill and eat other animals to 

survive.  They are especially notorious for killing and eating sheep.   
2.  Sheep, on the other hand, are very mild and docile animals.  They don’t present a threat to anyone, and are 

very easy targets for wolves, because they really don’t have any means for protecting themselves against 
their attacks, except that protection which their shepherd gives them.   

 
B.  Jesus is saying to His apostles, “You are the sheep, and those I’m sending you out to are wolves.   

1.  Now we know that Jesus never uses words without any reason, and we know that He doesn’t exaggerate.  
Why did He choose these two animals to represent the believe and the unbeliever?  Is the unbeliever 
really as bad as a wolf?  And is the believer really as helpless as a sheep?   
a.  Well, if you know anything of what the Bible says about the wickedness of the human heart, you will 

understand that the symbol of a wolf is a very fitting one.   
(i)  Jeremiah said, “The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can 

understand it?” (Jer. 17:9).  It is full of wickedness.  It is not able by itself to want to do the things 
which are right and good.  Think of Paul’s description of the unbeliever, “Their throat is an open 
grave, with their tongues they keep deceiving, the poison of asps in under their lips; whose mouth 
is full of cursing and bitterness; their feet are swift to shed blood, destruction and misery and in 
their paths, and the path of peace have they not known.  There is no fear of God before their eyes” 
(Rom. 3:13-18).  Does this sound like someone you would like to hang out with, to have as a 
friend, or actually to marry?  Probably not.  But yet there are many people who do.   

(ii)  But you might say, I don’t know anyone like that.   
(a)  Even those who don’t say that they’re following Jesus don’t seem like they’re that bad.  Ah, 

but looks can be deceiving.  When it comes to the heart, you really can’t trust your eyes, 
because you can’t see their heart.  Jeremiah already told us that the heart is deceitful.  They can 
fool themselves and others that they are not as bad as they really are.   

(b)  You must also remember that the Spirit of God does hold back a lot of their sin.  He works on 
their conscience to make them feel bad when they sin.  He works in society to move our 
governors to make laws which will keep them in check.  If the Spirit were to stop His work, I 
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don’t think any of us would want to be around here anymore.   
(c)  But another reason why it might not seem that the unbelievers are so bad is because our own 

level of sanctification is so low.  If we were more like Jesus, it would be easier for us to 
recognize evil.  But because we all struggle with our own sins, it makes it harder for us to see 
and to admit the sin which we have.   

 
(iii)  But Jesus would have us understand this morning that the unbeliever is wicked.  He has a nature 

like a wolf.  All he has in his heart is sin and darkness, and because he does, under the right 
circumstances he will attack a true Christian, and try to destroy him.   

(iv)  Since this is what the unbeliever is like, you can understand why the apostle Paul warns us that 
we should never enter into a close partnership with any of them, especially into that most sacred 
and life-long partnership of marriage.  Those who don’t love Jesus are like the devil, and the devil 
does all he can to destroy God’s people.   

 
b.  But the believer, on the other hand, is more like a sheep than a wolf.  He doesn’t have the destructive 

nature of an unbeliever, but a friendly, peaceful and harmless nature of a sheep.   
(i)  Now remember that when Jesus uses these pictures, He’s not trying to say that the unbeliever is in 

every way like a wolf, anymore than He is saying that the believer is in every way like a sheep.  
But what He is telling us here is that the unbeliever is dangerous and destructive.  But His children 
are not like this.  They are meek and mild like lambs.  They are, in other words, harmless.   

(ii)  Whenever the Lord tells us what His people are like, He always uses words which give the idea of 
gentleness and kindness.  Just consider the description He gives of the Christian in the beatitudes.  
A Christian is one who is “poor in spirit,” who mourns for his sin, who is gentle, who hungers and 
thirsts for righteousness, who is merciful, pure in heart, who tries to promote peace, and who 
suffers persecution for doing what the Lord calls Him to do (Matt. 5:3-11).  Consider what Paul 
tells us are the fruits of the Spirit, “Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23).  Really all of these fruits add up to only one, and that is 
love.  These others are simply the ways in which love reveals itself in different situations.  
Christians are those who lives are marked with this love, which Paul tells us is patient, kind, not 
jealous, does not brag, is not arrogant, does not act unbecomingly, does not seek its own things, is 
not provoked, and does not hold grudges (1 Cor. 13:4-5).  The picture of a lamb, or of a sheep, 
really fits well what a Christian is supposed to be.   

(iii)  Now this doesn’t mean that the Christian is always to lie down and die like a sheep when 
attacked by wolves.  But it does mean that when he is attacked, he will behave himself like a lamb 
and not like a wolf.  He will not try to retaliate or to hurt someone for the hurts he has received.  
And he will if it is the Lord’s will, he will be put to death as a lamb, even as the Lord Jesus Christ 
Himself who was led as a sheep to the slaughter.   

 
2.  Now if this is how it is for the apostles, that they are like sheep being thrown out into the world with 

wolves, how would they be able to survive?   
 

II.  The answer is that they must exercise wisdom.  Jesus said, “Therefore be shrewd as serpents, and 
innocent as doves.”   
A.  Again, Jesus uses the picture of an animal to show His apostles what they are to be like.  He uses two really:  

that of a snake and that of a dove.   
1.  The serpent is usually used to describe Satan, because of its sneaky nature.   

a.  Snakes hide from their prey.  A rattle snake, for instance, might be coiled under a bush and a person 
not know it, until it rattles or strikes.  Since they can’t move very fast, they must sneek up on their 
victims.  They are very crafty.   

b.  In Genesis 3, this is how the serpent is described.  Moses writes, “Now the serpent was more crafty 
than any beast of the field which the Lord God had made” (v. 1).  He was made this way not only by 
God, but because the devil, who also had a crafty nature, had entered into him.  What better creature 
to use to very subtly undermine the commandment of God and make His creatures fall into sin.   

 
2.  But just because the Bible often uses the serpent as something negative, this doesn’t mean that it can’t be 

used to show us something positive as well.   
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a.  Jesus told His disciples to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees.  But He also said that the Kingdom of 
heaven was like leaven, which a woman placed in three measures of meal until it was all leavened.  In 
the first example, the leaven is the teaching of the Pharisees.  In the second, it is the influence of 
God’s kingdom in the world.  One is negative and the other is positive.  But that which is the same in 
both is that they both refer to influence.  One good and the other bad.    

b.  Jesus told His apostles, “You are to be as shrewd as serpents.”  What He meant was that they were to 
be wise.  They were to use wisdom, like that of the serpent.  Since they cannot depend on their own 
strength, nor will they be able to fight like the wolves, they will need to depend on wisdom and 
subtlety.  But how would this help them?  It was because this wisdom would teach them to place their 
trust in the One who could help them, to place their trust in Christ, the great Shepherd who watches 
over His sheep.  The odds didn’t look too inviting.  They were meek and defenceless sheep, going out 
against ravenous wolves.  Even so David was much smaller and weaker than Goliath.  But he was 
wiser, because he put his trust in the Lord God of Israel, who could defeat the giant with no effort at 
all.  And so he placed his trust in God, and the Lord delivered the giant into his hands.  But God did 
not do so directly.  Instead, He used David’s sling and stone to destroy the giant.  Likewise, the Lord 
also expected His apostles to use the wisdom that He had given them, to put their trust in Him, to do 
what He had commanded to the letter, even when they didn’t understand why, and they were enabled 
to overcome the enemy.   

 
B.  But to emphasize to them again the meekness they were to put on, He also adds the image of a dove.  “Be 

shrewd as serpents and innocent as doves.”   
1.  The dove is a symbol of peace and purity.   

a.  This is probably why the Holy Spirit, when He appeared descending upon Jesus at His baptism, came 
in the form of a dove.  He is the One who is perfectly pure and innocent of all evil.  He is perfect love 
itself.   

b.  This is the character that Jesus wanted His apostles to have, the same character that He had.  Jesus was 
filled with the Holy Spirit without measure, which means that the Holy Spirit’s work and influence in 
the man Christ Jesus was perfect.  He was perfectly holy.  He was filled with perfect love.   

 
2.  These things were not only to mark the apostles ministry, but also our lives in this world.   

a.  Paul wrote to the church at Rome, “For the report of your obedience has reached to all; therefore I am 
rejoicing over you, but I want you to be wise in what is good, and innocent in what is evil” (Rom. 
16:19).   

b.  Walking in wisdom means to walk in the ways of God’s Law.  Being innocent means the same thing, 
for when we do what God commands, then we are innocent of committing evil.  When the apostles 
did this, it became a powerful testimony to the world of the reality of Christ.  It also kept them safe, 
since this same wisdom taught them to trust in the Lord for their protection.   

c.  If we would serve the Lord, and do so with any kind of fruitfulness, we must also be wise enough to 
trust in the Lord and to walk in His ways.  The character of the unbeliever hasn’t changed.  He still 
has the heart of a wolf.  It’s true that he doesn’t often seem that way because the Lord is holding him 
back.  But you will find that when you begin to shine the light of the Gospel on them, when you begin 
to expose their evil, then you will see how wicked they really are.  But let’s not be afraid to do this, 
because of their evil nature, or because it is quite possible that they might hurt us, but let us instead 
trust in the Lord and do good, and let Him work His perfect will.  The Lord can use our testimony and 
witness to further His kingdom, even as He used the preaching of the apostles so many years ago.  But 
we must be bold enough to trust Him and do what He commands.  May God grant us the grace to do 
so this morning.  Amen.   
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The situation:  I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves.   
 Picture:  a herd of sheep surrounded by a pack of wolves.   
 Consider:  the different natures of both.   
  wolves:  vile, ravenous, picture of what unbelievers are like.   
  sheep:  passive, friendly, non-threatening, this is the nature of believers.   
  Analogy not meant to be perfect, only similar.   
 Problem:  how are the sheep going to survive?   
 
The solution:  Therefore be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.   
 Walk wisely.   
 Do nothing wrong, be blameless.   
 
How does this struggle work itself out?   
 How will they show their wolf-like character?   
  They will deliver you up to the courts.   
  They will scourge you in their synagogues.   
  They will bring them before governors and kings.   
  Families will betray you:  brother deliver up brother, a father his child, and   children against parents, 
and cause them to be put to death.   
  You will be hated by all on account of My name.   
 
 How are you to show your sheep-like character?   
  Be ready to testify.   
  Do not premeditate an answer, the Spirit will guide you.   
  Endure, perservere to the end.   
  Sometimes rather than fight you need to run.   


