BE WISE AS SERPENTS
It is sometimes difficult to be the kind of people our Lord wants us to be and get along with
people in our everyday world. In that regard, little has changed since Jesus’ time. When Jesus
sent the twelve out to the lost sheep of Israel, He told them the world is a dangerous place and
in their dealing with people they should be “wise as serpents and harmless as doves” (Matthew
10:16). Generally, we understand that harmless as doves means we should not be abusive and
intimidating: nor even be perceived as a threat to those with whom we come in contact. What
does “be wise as serpents” mean?
First, wisdom is linked to speech. We read that men from all nations came to hear the wisdom
of Solomon (I Kings 4:34). Secondly, there are different kinds of wisdom spoken of in the
scriptures. We read in I Corinthians 1:20b, “Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this
world?” The wisdom of the world is described by James as earthly, sensual and demonic (James
3:15). Conversely, the wisdom from God is described as “…is first pure, then peaceable, gentle,
willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality and without hypocrisy” (James
1:17).
How can followers of Jesus become wise as serpents in a wicked world? Jesus’ apostles became
wise through their association with Jesus and His special gift to them. They were told, “I will
give you a mouth and wisdom which all your adversaries will not be able to contradict or resist”
(Luke 21:15). As for us, we can study the scriptures which gives us all the tools we need to be
complete and equipped for every good work (I Timothy 2:15, 3:17). In addition, if we need
further help understanding God’s will, we can ask God for understanding, who gives to all
liberally (James 1:5).
Since wisdom from God comes from a pure heart, we also need to be pure in heart. In a small
book titled, Moments on the Mount written in 1963, Ralph Sweet says purity of heart is not
simply the lack of sin and evil, but the pure in heart are those whose lives are dominated by a
love for people. Purity in heart leads one to see the best in people rather than their
imperfections.
The conclusion we draw from these verses is God wants us to communicate His word wisely,
without hurting the people who hear it. Our words are a reflection of what is inside of each of
us (Matt. 12:18). To be wise as serpents means we must first clean up our own hearts. When
we do, our words will be peaceable, gentle, reasonable words full of mercy and good fruits
without partiality and hypocrisy.
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