Sheep in the Midst of Wolves

Matthew 10:16-33

The disciples are sent out empowered to gather the lost sheep of the house of Israel. They’ll cast out
unclean spirits, heal the sick, cleanse the lepers, raise the dead, and many people will receive them and the
good news (Matt.10:5-10). But Jesus also paints a realistic picture of the intense persecution they will face.
Rather than teach the disciples tricks to avoid trouble altogether, He shows them how to lean in and
overcome it.

Accused

Jesus is emphatic: “Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves” (v. 16). The disciples have no
illusion of what will happen or who ultimately put them up to it. They will make trouble but not be at fault.
Conflict, betrayal, slander, threats and sometime even violence all happen in the course of a life spent
loving God and your neighbor. The apostles are the sent ones, but the whole church is involved in the great
commission to disciple the nations (Matt. 28:18-19). He commands them to be as wise as serpents and
innocent as doves (v. 16). The serpent in the garden of Eden was craftier than all the beasts of the field
(Gen. 3:1), and he was not a clever garter snake: “So the great dragon was cast out, that serpent of old,
called the Devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was cast to the earth, and his angels were
cast out with him” (Rev. 12:9). Satan is likely a seraph, a high-ranking dragon angel who sinned against God
and was cursed. The unfallen seraphim surround God’s throne and worship Him (Is. 6:3), and so the
disciples must imitate their wisdom while being just and innocent like a dove. The dove stands for peace
and hope (cf. Gen. 8:11). The disciples don’t hold seeker sensitive services in hopes that someone might
be interested in coming; they go out with the power of Jesus to proclaim the good news. This lands them
in front of councils and under scourge in synagogues, as well as on trial before governors and kings. These
opportunities will be a testimony to an even bigger audience of Gentiles (vv. 17-18). The message is going
to upset people and cause them to accuse the disciples of many things, but they are not to worry about or
plan what they will say: “For it will be given to you in that hour what you should speak; for it is not you who
speak, but the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you” (vv. 19-20). The pattern of preaching-inspired-
conflict has been called riot evangelism, where the apostles show up, preach the good news, and everyone
loses their minds. This happened in Ephesus where Paul’s preaching resulted in declining idol sales, which
caused the silversmith Demetrius and others to stir up the city and riot in the town theater (Acts 19:23-
47). Paul and Alexander were ready to explain, but it ended with the town clerk telling the pagans to go to
court if they want but stop the baseless accusations and mayhem. This is how you take a city for Jesus:
gospel preaching and living --> false accusation / violence --> larger audience to hear the wonderful gospel
--> more people meet Jesus. Thisis not hard to understand, but it takes real courage to believe and endure.
Not everyone speaks in the theater, but we stand by those who do.

Betrayed & Vilified

It won’t just be opposition from outsiders. Jesus says brother will deliver up brother to death, a father his
child, children will betray their parents, and you will be hated by all for His name’s sake. The one who
endures to the end will be saved (vv. 21-22). This is not an “each-and-every” situation, but it happened to
many of the disciples and it happens today. Brothers and sisters can betray each other to death. Parents
can love their reputations, occupations, and false religions more than their children, and children vice
versa. What “end” does Jesus refer to and when is the “coming of the Son of Man” (vv. 22-23)¢ It doesn’t
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make sense to think He means the immediate mission they are about to go on since no one was betrayed
to death or thought they would be able to go through the cities of Israel in this period. In Matthew 24 Jesus
prophesies about the destruction of Jerusalem and says all the tribes will see the Son of Man coming on
the clouds of heaven, which happens after great persecution (Matt. 24:9-10, 30). He also tells Caiaphas
that he will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven (Matt. 26:64; cf. Dan. 7:13). This is the
judgment on Israel, but until then the disciples are to keep going from city to city. Nobody chooses tension,
conflict, or betrayal, but if and when it happens, we are to stay on mission and keep our feet moving
forward. Disciples are not above their teachers or servants above their masters; rather, the goal is to be like
them (vv. 24-25). We’re not as holy, faithful, or loving as Jesus, so if they called Him Beelzebub, how much
more will they vilify us? This can be asked as a question: do you want to be like Jesus, as in so much like
Him that people talk about you the way they talked about Him?: glutton, wine-bibber, friend of sinners,
false teacher, Sabbath breaker, wonder-worker by the power of demons, and cursed by God. We could
update the language: pig, drunk, pal of criminals and cheats, friend of easy women, cult member and leader,
extremist, self-righteous do-gooder, separatist, intolerant, liar, religious fanatic, insurrectionist, traitor,
loser, and failure. Beelzebub was “Lord of the Flies”, the chief Philistine deity likely described this way from
all of the flies swarming around his sacrificial meat. Just as betrayal won’t halt the mission, Jesus says not
to fear the lies because they won'’t stick; everything covered will be revealed, and the hidden things will all
be known. God knows the truth now, but so will everyone else. Truth will out.

Threatened

Jesus said many things in private to His disciples, but they were to take all of it and declare it to the world
(v. 27). If we do that, they think, they’re going to kill us. Yes, He says, but don’t fear them because that’s all
they can do, whereas God can destroy both your soul and body in hell (v. 28). Jesus doesn’t say this as a
scare tactic, as if He’s trying to get something from the disciples. He wants them to understand the reality
that God is the only one who can care for their souls, as well as the one who will raise the dead. Sparrows
are cheap to us, but not one of them falls to the ground apart from God’s will (v. 29). Think of how many
birds are near their end right now, and God knows about all of them. He knows the number of hairs on our
head, and values us far more than sparrows. You don’t have to worry about accusations, betrayal, threats,
or what will happen to you because God loves you in exhaustive detail. Jesus gives no commandments
that He Himself does not follow. As the head of body, He was accused, slandered, betrayed, deserted,
scorned, and murdered: “who, when He was reviled, did not revile in return; when He suffered, He did not
threaten, but committed Himself to Him who judges righteously; who Himself bore our sins in His own
body on the tree, that we, having died to sins, might live for righteousness—by whose stripes you were
healed” (1 Pet. 2:23-24). This is how He saved you. This is how He overcame the world.
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