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‭Paradoxes, though difficult to grasp, often carry profound truths. Namely in the Gospel of‬

‭Matthew, Jesus declares, “Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be‬

‭wise as serpents and innocent as doves” (Matt. 10:16). The juxtaposing symbols of a serpent and‬

‭a dove, often associated with cunning and peace, respectively, invite not contradiction but‬

‭reconciliation. In a society where manipulation often masquerades as intelligence and purity is‬

‭mistaken for weakness, Jesus commands a higher standard: a dual posture of strategic wisdom‬

‭and radical innocence.‬

‭The surrounding passage in Matthew 10 provides vital context to this verse. Jesus‬

‭prepares His disciples for the trials that await them in a hostile world, warning that they will be‬

‭persecuted and rejected. The image of “sheep in the midst of wolves” captures how His disciples‬

‭are perceived vulnerable and defenseless by worldly standards, but are divinely protected. The‬

‭command to be “wise as serpents” is not a license to deceive but a call to alertness and‬

‭intentionality. Yet, simultaneously, the instruction to be “innocent as doves” reflects a moral‬

‭clarity and peace that resists corruption, echoing the dove that descended upon Christ during His‬

‭baptism as a sign of the Holy Spirit. Thus, wisdom and purity are not opposing virtues, but‬

‭complementary ones. True Christian character is formed by walking the tightrope between the‬

‭two.‬

‭The modern world often fails to see the value in this harmony. In many settings, wisdom‬

‭is measured by one’s ability to outwit or outperform others. Purity is often treated as impractical‬

‭or outdated, prioritizing self-preservation over emotional vulnerability. However, the Christian‬

‭ethic flips this paradigm. Just as Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote in The Cost of Discipleship, “The‬

‭weapon of the Christian is weaponlessness.”¹ The world may operate through domination and‬

‭____________________________‬

‭1. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (SCM Press, 1959), 92.‬
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‭deceit, but the Christian engages through humility, sincerity, and Spirit-led insight. In this light,‬

‭“weaponlessness” is not weakness but a radical form of resistance that disarms evil through truth‬

‭and love.‬

‭This framework is both philosophical and deeply practical. In the realm of science and‬

‭medicine, for instance, knowledge can be used either to exploit or to heal. Consider the study of‬

‭chronic diseases like Alzheimer’s. Scientific research offers profound insights into the‬

‭mechanisms of memory and cognitive decline. However, the ethical weight of such knowledge‬

‭depends on its application. In the wrong hands, this same research can be weaponized to‬

‭manipulate behavior, justify exclusionary policies, or even commercialize patient vulnerability‬

‭for profit. In these scenarios, wisdom devoid of purity becomes dangerous, serving power‬

‭structures rather than human dignity. But when wisdom is employed to develop treatments, ease‬

‭suffering, and uphold the sanctity of life, it becomes an expression of purity, integrating intellect‬

‭and compassion to transform lives.‬

‭Likewise, in ministry and evangelism, both discernment and purity are essential. One‬

‭way the Gospel can be spread is through example, like adopting a habit of careful speech. For‬

‭instance, St Mary’s few recorded words in Scripture are laden with substance, wisdom, and‬

‭submission to God. Her restraint exemplifies how purity manifests not only in actions but in‬

‭one’s very words. Every spoken phrase reveals the state of the heart. Speech, when rooted in‬

‭pride or manipulation, betrays both wisdom and innocence. But speech that edifies, encourages,‬

‭and humbly conveys truth reveals a character in tune with both the serpent and the dove. In‬

‭addition, effectively sharing the Gospel requires not only a knowledge of Scripture but also a‬

‭deep understanding of cultural contexts and human behavior. Evangelism without wisdom risks‬

‭being invasive; without purity, it is performative. The Apostle, St Paul, demonstrated this‬
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‭balance in Athens when he reasoned with philosophers using their own language and culture‬

‭while remaining grounded in the truth of Christ (Acts 17). This example exhibits that being‬

‭“wise as serpents” means recognizing the world’s complexity and responding with strategic‬

‭clarity; to be “innocent as doves” is to never compromise the essence of the message.‬

‭Ultimately, reconciling wisdom and purity requires a continual reliance on the Holy‬

‭Spirit. The verb “be” in Matthew 10:16 is present tense, signaling an ongoing command, not a‬

‭one-time achievement. Just as sheep cannot survive without a shepherd, believers cannot‬

‭maintain this balance without God’s guidance. This daily pursuit requires a willingness to be‬

‭shaped by Scripture, prayer, and the inner prompting of God. This calling is both difficult and‬

‭radical. The world demands conformity to either callous strategy or sentimental piety. But Jesus‬

‭calls His followers to stand in the tension between both. To be simple-hearted, not naive. To‬

‭confront injustice with intellect and integrity. To embody a kind of power that is invisible to the‬

‭world: a power that flows not from dominance but from devotion.‬

‭When this paradox is lived out, it becomes transformative. It disarms hostility without‬

‭retaliation. It confronts falsehood without arrogance. It leads with both conviction and‬

‭compassion. The believer who embraces serpent-wisdom and dove-purity is neither predator nor‬

‭prey, but a quiet revolutionary; a disciple who, through Christ, subverts the violence of the world‬

‭by embodying something more compelling than force: love empowered by truth.‬

‭Thus, this tension is not a burden but a gift. It invites a holistic faith that sees the world‬

‭clearly and loves it anyway. And in a time when society is increasingly divided by cynicism or‬

‭sentimentality, those who can live with both eyes open and both hands clean offer what the world‬

‭lacks: hope, anchored in wisdom, and clothed in purity.‬
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