In the gospel of Matthew, the last thing that Jesus tells the disciples is that they are to “Go, therefore, making disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Thus, Jesus now intends for the church to do its work. The question is how this will be accomplished. How does Jesus expect the Church to interact with the world?
Many in Jesus’ time, and down to the present, have advocated for the strong-arm approach – the use of force to compel people to convert to “our side.” Let it suffice to say that the New Testament does not support the idea of “holy war”. Instead, Jesus calls for a peaceful approach. Jesus even coaches his followers to be “innocent” in their dealings with the world – with a twist, as we’ll see.
When we think of innocence, one of the images we have is a child. Here’s an example story. A teacher is talking to her young students about public servants and she asks them to write down a sentence about a particular public servant. One of the boys wrote, "The fireman came down the ladder pregnant." The teacher took the lad aside to correct him. She asked him, “Do you know what pregnant means?" "Sure," said the young boy confidently. "It means carrying a child."
Of course, we find this kind of innocence to be charming. It’s really naïvete in this case; a child’s simple understanding of the world. But is that really how Jesus wants us to be? Or is there more to it than that?
Matthew 9:35-38 NIV
Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness. 36 When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 37 Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. 38 Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field." 
Prior to the beginning of our passage, Jesus has been starting his ministry. He has been collecting disciples, preaching (including the Sermon on the Mount), and healing many – a leper, a centurion’s servant, a paralytic, a woman with hemorrhages, a blind man, a mute (who was demon-possessed), and many in a crowd that included Peter’s mother-in-law. Also, he stills a storm, showing his mastery over the forces of nature, and he exorcises demons from a man who is identified as a Gadarene. He even brings a young girl back to life.
Thus, we see that Jesus has done a little bit of everything, and his disciples have been there seeing and participating in what he was doing. And the beginning of our passage echoes that, noting that his ministry was one of preaching and healing. We also note Jesus’ compassion for the people – they were “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” 
But with all the healing that Jesus was doing, he doesn’t want the disciples to get the wrong idea. They are to follow him, yes, but they are not to be passive partners. They are to help bring in the harvest, for the workers are few.    
Matthew 10:1-16 NIV
Jesus called his twelve disciples to him and gave them authority to drive out impure spirits and to heal every disease and sickness. 2 These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon (who is called Peter) and his brother Andrew; James son of Zebedee, and his brother John; 3 Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; 4 Simon the Zealot and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him. 
So Jesus calls the 12 disciples and gives them the power to exorcise demons and heal diseases. After this, in v. 2, the 12 are also called apostles. What is the difference? Disciple is the Greek “matheiteis”, one who follows. But while it includes physically following a master, being a matheiteis also means to learn from the master and to follow what the teacher has taught.
On the other hand, an apostle (Gk “apostolos”) is one who is sent out. And we notice that Matthew (the gospel writer) has this in the right order – in verse 1, Jesus’ followers (disciples) are given marching orders, and then in verse 2, they are called “apostles.” 
So are the Twelve to be called “disciples” or “apostles”? From this passage, we can see that it is both, but technically speaking, it would depend on the context as to which were the more appropriate title. 
Matthew gives the names of the disciples (apostles) in pairs, and he starts the list with Peter. Looking at the names, we see rather plain working men. The first 4 of them are fishermen, whom Jesus calls to “fish for people.” We see a despised tax collector in Matthew, and there is a (former, we assume) political revolutionary in Simon the Zealot. The Zealots were a group that were intent on getting rid of Roman rule, by violence if necessary. To the Romans, they would have been considered terrorists.
So there are no community or religious leaders among this group, nothing about them that would have convinced their peers that they were great. But this humble group is who Jesus chooses to work with. 
5 These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: "Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. 6 Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel. 7 As you go, proclaim this message: 'The kingdom of heaven has come near.' 8 Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out demons. Freely you have received; freely give. 
We do see other places in the Bible where God selects unlikely people to do divine work. As an example, in the book of Judges in the OT, God calls upon ordinary and even flawed men and women to lead Israel when the situation was bleak. And here we see lowly, ordinary men called to do the work of God’s kingdom, the kingdom of heaven. They are to proclaim that this kingdom is “near.” In what sense, we might ask, is this kingdom near? Is it near in time, or is it near in space, or is it both?
Another surprise is that Jesus sends out the apostles only to “the lost sheep of Israel.” Not to the Gentiles, nor to the Samaritans, but to the Jews. Why? We might want to notice a few things here. There are 12 apostles being sent out. How many tribes of Israel were there? 12, of course. And also, the OT prophets had something to say about being sent out. Jeremiah saw himself as “prophet to the nations”; in Jeremiah 3:17, for example, the prophet says ,”At that time they will call Jerusalem The Throne of the LORD, and all nations will gather in Jerusalem to honor the name of the LORD.” Isaiah says similar things (e.g., Ch. 66). The point is that the Jews, the remnant of the lost sheep of Israel, are being given a chance to recognize the Messiah and accept God’s call to be “the light to the nations.” 
9 "Do not get any gold or silver or copper to take with you in your belts-- 10 no bag for the journey or extra shirt or sandals or a staff, for the worker is worth his keep. 11 Whatever town or village you enter, search there for some worthy person and stay at their house until you leave. 12 As you enter the home, give it your greeting. 13 If the home is deserving, let your peace rest on it; if it is not, let your peace return to you. 14 If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your words, leave that home or town and shake the dust off your feet. 15 Truly I tell you, it will be more bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for that town. 16 "I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves. 
Here, Jesus says that the apostles are to depend on the goodness of the people to which they are preaching. They are to take no money with them. The justification for this is not just to show their faith (“the Lord will provide”), as we might guess (e.g., the Israelites in the desert). Instead, Jesus says that those who are preaching deserve their pay. In other words, it’s not just about the apostles and building up their faith, but about the people to whom the message is preached. Thus, the gospel message is valuable, and the bringers of it are worthy of pay. The apostle Paul in his letters twice makes this point, using Deut. 25:4 in analogy – “Don’t muzzle the ox that treads the grain.” 
But we can see that Jesus is anticipating problems. What if the people reject the message? Jesus says that if they are not welcomed, they should leave that town and shake the dust off of their feet. The symbolism there is that since the people have refused to listen, they have taken nothing from the apostles and in return, the apostles are saying that we took nothing of the peoples’. That includes, in an exaggerated gesture, any dirt that might have clung to the apostles’ sandals. The OT prophets often used demonstrations and rhetoric like this.
And then Jesus gives the most disquieting part of his message. He tells the disciples that out in the world, they will be like sheep among wolves. However, it appears that Jesus is using the metaphor not to suggest that they will be killed, but that there are dangers out there and they must prepare for them. As sheep, they are under the protection of the Master Shepherd, of course, and they will have to rely on that.
But Jesus also tells them they must be “as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves.” And there’s a bit of a challenge to this phrase. The word translated “shrewd” here is phronimos, which means understanding with insight and wisdom, and thus being thoughtful, sensible, prudent, or wise. In some other English translations of this verse, “wise” is indeed used.  But to some, it seems strange to call a serpent “wise”. Back in Genesis 3, we read that “the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made.” Jesus may have been referring back to this verse in Genesis, and so intending that his followers would be wise but also cautious in dealing with the world.   
And then there is akeraios, the word here translated as “innocent”. The original and literal meaning is “unmixed”, but in the Bible, the figurative meaning is always used – pure or innocent (KJV – harmless). And the dove is a good symbolic fit here because it is a symbol of peace. We remember that Noah releases a dove when the waters of the flood had receded, and eventually it comes back with an olive leaf. Two turtledoves were also an acceptable sacrifice (for those who could not afford a lamb) for the presentation of a first born son at the Temple, which is what Mary and Joseph did with Jesus.
So what is our modern take on being “shrewd as snakes and innocent as doves?” Today we have a world that is untrusting and cynical. Most of us grew up in a time when nearly everyone had a positive opinion of the Church. That’s not true anymore. So in a way, we have returned back to the time that Jesus was talking about.
The Church has been shrewd in many of its dealings. We have collected offerings, built buildings, and have made our political connections. We have wise folks who have helped build up the church over the years, and it has mostly been a good thing. 
But if outsiders see us as merely “shrewd”, how are we different than the rest of the world? These outsiders looking in might see the Church as a place that was designed and built for someone else.
That’s why Jesus also asks us to be “innocent as doves,” harmless, pure of heart. The outsider is welcomed and invited. There is no anger or violence; there is plenty of acceptance and sharing.
The message that the Church has for the world is the Gospel, the Good News. It is a worthy message, being available to all who seek the peace that passes all understanding. May we have open hearts to share this message, being not only shrewd in our dealings with the world but also as innocent as doves. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, amen.  

