What in the World is God Doing?
Part 60: Vigilant and Victorious
Romans 16:17-23
17 I appeal to you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and create obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught; avoid them. 18 For such persons do not serve our Lord Christ, but their own appetites, and by smooth talk and flattery they deceive the hearts of the naive. 19 For your obedience is known to all, so that I rejoice over you, but I want you to be wise as to what is good and innocent as to what is evil. 20 The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. 

21 Timothy, my fellow worker, greets you; so do Lucius and Jason and Sosipater, my kinsmen. 

22 I Tertius, who wrote this letter, greet you in the Lord. 

23 Gaius, who is host to me and to the whole church, greets you. Erastus, the city treasurer, and our brother Quartus, greet you. 

Many NT students are puzzled by this, our next-to-last passage in our study of Romans. For 16 chapters of our English bibles, Paul has been writing about gospel doctrine and gospel culture. Then it appears he has finished his letter and closes with greetings to the remarkable number of brothers and sisters in Rome he knows personally.
But then Paul stops his greetings and issues this final warning against divisive people, whom he associates with Satan’s temptation of Adam and Eve. Some scholars think this is a fragment from another Pauline letter tacked on to the text. Some say it is an interjection by a latter scribe who is writing a copy of Romans. 

But there’s no reason to believe that these words were not written by Paul to the Roman church. Back before the days of email and texts, my father would send me type-written letters (because – Dr.’s handwriting) in college and law school years. Often he would close with a brief admonition to press on in my studies, or to keep up my church attendance, or to mind my diet and exercise. Paul has the same kind of last-minute closing advice for the Romans.

It should be no surprise to us that the apostle who prays for this congregation without ceasing (1:9) and takes the time to write this lengthy letter on the doctrine of the gospel of Christ should close with an expression of spiritual anxiety for their well-being. He’s expressing a deep pastoral concern. It’s a very common pastoral anxiety for those who have seen the power of the enemy at work.
Ask any pastor you know what he fears; at the top of every pastor’s list will be false leaders bent upon dividing congregations for their own goals. Remember Paul is writing from Corinth where church people divided themselves according to their favorite teachers, their wealth, their diets, and any number of other issues. And, Paul has just finished writing the Romans about the importance of unity based on love displayed in humble mutual service.
I. DANGER OF DEFRAUDERS (16:17-18a)
A. Purpose
1. This closing admonition has really been under the surface of this letter since Paul began dictating the opening to his secretary, Tertius. Paul’s purpose in exploring gospel doctrine in so much detail was to unify Jesus’ people into one Jesus-glorifying gospel culture.
2. In 1:8, Paul said the Roman church’s faith was proclaimed in all the world. But, at the end of the day, Paul’s chief anxiety was that the Roman congregation would be defrauded.
3. And, over the course of but a few generations, the very church that received this profound letter on the glory of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ WAS defrauded by teaching from the pits of hell: Jesus + baptism; Jesus + my faithful works; Jesus + my implicit faith in the church as an institution; in sum, “Jesus + human merit” because the Old Adam CRAVES IT’S OWN GLORY.
4. If you were to read through the NT epistles from start to finish, you will see this intense concern among the apostles and their disciples: it is possible for people professing trust into Christ to be defrauded of gospel riches.

B. Particulars
1. Paul doesn’t name any particular false doctrine for which he wants the Romans to be on the lookout. Isn’t that interesting? He has no qualms about warning the congregation of Galatia about the false doctrine of “Jesus + meritorious works.”
2. Here in Romans, Paul places a doctrinal property line around the gospel of the church. And in this brief warning he gives us a great deal of helpful information about clear gospel thinking.
3. First he tells us false leaders cause divisions (16:17). They break into, and then break down, the unity of the body of Jesus Christ. Remember, humble loving unity has been Paul’s primary application in this letter.
4. This is a damnable predation upon any congregation that professes Christ. This unity was one of the last things the Lord Jesus prayed for his church before he went to the cross (Jn. 17:11, 22). 
5. Our Lord prayed that the people for whom he was about to die would be in a kind of fellowship that would resemble the fellowship God the Son had with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit.
6. Paul gives this waring on the heels of his command to “16 Greet one another with a holy kiss” (16:16) because he knows that some kisses (like that of Judas to Jesus) were poisonous kisses.

7. The second way false leaders divide congregations is to create obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught (16:17). Anything that is a barrier to Christ and all his benefits is an obstacle. Any teacher who teaches that there are benefits of Christ left for you to earn is creating an obstacle.
8. It is damnable doctrine to suggest trust into Christ does not so unite you to Christ that you must earn some part of your justification (your right-standing with God), your sanctification (your change of affections toward God), or your glorification (your eternal place with God). You will be active in your growth in faith to be sure. The Holy Spirit will strive against your Old Adam and the devil. But there is NOTHING left for you to earn.
9. But if I can convince you that you have ANYTHING left to earn and that I know the secret to your assurance or your personal happiness, then I (not the Spirit of God) can have power over you to use you for MY glory.

10. Paul’s passion is for Christ’s glory; so he tells them if anyone, even an angel come down from heaven, preaches ANY OTHER GOSPEL than Christ and all his benefits, then let that person be damned (Gal. 1:8)! 
11. If you are united into Christ by trusting into him, then there is no “Yes, but…” for ANY aspect of your salvation (your election, foreordination, calling, regeneration, justification, adoption, sanctification, and glorification – all of those, and much more, are the benefits of Christ).
12. Pointing you away from Christ and his benefits is third warning sign of false leaders: they are out for their own glory. 18 For such persons do not serve our Lord Christ, but their own appetites….
13. False leaders do not follow Step One. What is step one? It’s ALL about Jesus. False leaders cajole you into trading Jesus for particular idols. “Wouldn’t you, like me, be much happier if we heard this kind of teaching or did this practice instead of that? We would be so much happier if only….” 

14. That is, almost always, the sound of a different Step One. It is the sound of the Old Adam’s Step One: “It’s all about me.” It ought to smell like burning sulfur from the pit of hell rather than incense from the altar of heaven.
15. The hallmark of a false leader is that they do not serve Jesus; they serve themselves. You have NO sense that they live flat on their faces before the Lord Jesus Christ or that Jesus’ will is the driving impulse of their lives.
16. When Paul finally did make it to Rome he found precisely what he had warned them against. Paul wrote to the Philippians, saying, “Some [here] preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of good will. The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains” (Phil. 1:15–17).

17. Why do I call them false leaders and not false teachers? Because not all of them will come with an official church title of teacher. I think that’s partly why Paul doesn’t point to a particular dangerous doctrine here.

18. Many false leaders slip into congregations and work quietly among the people on a purely grass-roots level. They don’t couch their divisive agendas in terms of theology. They can appear to be “just regular folk” with “regular concerns.” Or, they can come in as pastors, teachers, or conference speakers like the traveling Judiazers for Jesus.
19. False leaders have their own agenda. Paul masterfully calls their agendas their own appetites for reasons he makes clear in vv. 18b-20. 
II. DEFRAUDING (18b-19)
A. Appetites and Flattery
1. In the second half of vs.18 the apostle writes, “…and by smooth talk and flattery they deceive the hearts of the naive.” It’s a beautiful scriptural link to what he’s already written to the Romans about food arguments.

2. Appetites may refer to the Carnivores for Christ and the Victorious Vegetarians. False leaders would easily spot that tension and take advantage of such scruples to split up the church for their own glory.
3. Paul warns these false leaders come as angels of light. They appear to care about you and me. Many are masterful at hiding their self-interest and their true agendas. 

4. Jude calls false leaders, “hidden reefs” (Jude 12); something no one sees until the ship runs aground. Jesus said they are ravenous wolves who come to us in sheep’s clothing (Matt. 7:15).
5. Paul says here they have smooth talk. That is a compound word in Greek that literally means “love talk” or “kind talk.” They speak kindly to you and me, but critically about others behind their backs. Why? Because they are there to tear apart the blood-bought unity of the church.
6. Tell me what to do: (1) watch out for them; (2) avoid them. They will always express kindness to your face. But they will criticize things and people. When that criticism comes, tell them to go work it out with that person, or go to the elders; THEN avoid them. They are working against the doctrine Paul has set out in this letter that God’s people have no sides because it’s all about Jesus.
7. False teachers work against the doctrine Paul set out in Romans; avoid them. Don’t spread their names and give them free publicity. Don’t listen to their teaching, buy their books or DVDs. Don’t buy a ticket to their camp meetings and don’t follow their blogs. Don’t follow the blogs that criticize them because that is NOT avoiding them; that’s dwelling on them.
8. That doesn’t sound very Christian in light of our desire for peace in the body of Christ does it? It doesn’t sound quite loving enough, does it? But “It is a matter of obedience to the Lord and testimony to others. The issue is not making or keeping friends, but pleasing the Lord and maintaining a consistent testimony.”

9. WHY avoid them? Because there is a deeper force at work in the friendly false leader and the smooth false teacher, an ancient and evil force. False leaders serve THE false leader.
B. Father of False Leaders
1. Paul’s choice of words here in Romans 16 points us back to the Garden of Eden and the fall of Adam in Genesis chapter 3. There you find the first reference to appetites, smooth talk, flattery, and deceiving the hearts of the naïve to destroy unity – unity between heaven and earth, between man and God, and between God’s people toward one another.
2. Paul is teaching us that divisive false leadership is not simply a visible, material problem. It is a spiritual problem involving a willful lack of wisdom and innocence of evil. 
3. 19 For your obedience is known to all, so that I rejoice over you, but I want you to be wise as to what is good and innocent as to what is evil. Paul is speaking of their obedience to solid gospel doctrine; but he’s also speaking of the way that doctrine percolates down into the gospel culture of humility and peace and love among the congregation.
4. Adam and Eve were created wise as to what is good and innocent as to what is evil until they gave ear to the father of false leaders who convinced them he was good and God was less than good. 

5. False leaders will always lead you away from the doctrine that God is good in all of his commands and in all of his providence for your life no matter how difficult your life situations appears in the midst of trial.
6. In Genesis 3, the devil drew Eve and Adam into legalism by suggesting that God had left them something more to earn than the life he offered on condition of their perfect obedience. 
7. Satan “accomplished in Eve’s mind, affections, and will... a divorce between God’s revealed will and his gracious, generous character.”
 He separated God’s law from God’s person.
8. False leaders will always attack some aspect of God’s sovereign goodness. That is the work of Satan, the leader of false leaders. “God is not good; but this beautiful, pleasing, tasty fruit is good. Take, eat, and earn for yourself what God has greedily withheld.” 
9. False leaders cut you off from the goodness of God, from Christ and all his gracious, one-way benefits. They suggest there is glory left for you to earn when they are only seeking glory for themselves.
10. Paul knew the day would come, as it always does in congregations obedient to the gospel, false leaders would bring a message of division to Rome. “Don’t you think this church would be happier if we ALL worshiped with vegetables? Don’t you think the elders are wrong about this meat and vegetable, loosey-goosey style? If we really want God’s blessings, we all need to follow the same scruples. ”
11. “Was God really good in calling and sending this Paul fellow with all this loose talk about grace through a ‘Last Adam’? Really? God can’t be THAT good.”

12. When we are torn away from the goodness of God, we are torn away from one another. That is how false leadership has worked since Eden. It always seems sincere, loving, kind, even flattering. But the result is more knowledge of, and assent to, evil.
III. GOSPEL VICTORS (16:20-23)
A. Protoevangelium (20)
1. When Adam and Eve gave themselves over to false leadership, they lost their innocence of evil. They failed in their obedience to God’s good law because they failed to trust the goodness of God. They earned for themselves and us their children slavery to sin and death.
2. They were separated from the presence of God in his holy garden temple, Eden. Heaven withdrew from earth in the first and greatest disunity in history.

3. Distrust and jealousy permeated human relationships. Hatred and murder followed in the wake of temptation by false leadership.

4. But God made them a promise – another Man/Adam, a Seed of the Women, the Last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45). Theologians call this promise in Genesis 3:15 the “First Gospel.”  God promised, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.”

5. Paul takes up that promise as the hope of certain unity in the Roman church: 20 The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. 
6. Doesn’t that sound a little contradictory? Crushing doesn’t sound like something the God of peace ought to do. Paul is saying that in order to bring deliverance, God becomes violent to everything that would damage his children.

7. In Jesus’ crucifixion, Satan struck Jesus’ heel. The spiritual and physical agony of Jesus’ cross work was merely a strike to God the Son’s heel. But in the cross, God crushed Satan’s head because the shed blood of Christ is sufficient to pay for each and every sinner who claims Christ’s blood.
8. In Romans 16:20 God is called the “God of peace” because he makes peace by destroying the enmity between him and us in our sin, and by defeating Satan.

9. Paul put it this way in his letter to the Colossians, “[God] forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross. And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross” (Col. 2:13–15).

10. Because of Jesus’ “upside down” triumph (victory through suffering and death), Paul has a certainty the church will triumph over Satan’s false leaders. Gospel culture WILL prevail because the gospel is true. And gospel truth always brings peace and unity.
11. But why does Paul write that Satan will soon be crushed under OUR feet? Because we are in union with Christ the head-crusher. Our victory comes from his cross and empty tomb.
12. That is why false leaders de-emphasize the cross. In the cross is the power that destroys the works of the devil.
13. In Revelation 12:11 the apostle John writes of the victory of the saints over Satan, saying, “They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony.” There are two parts to this victory: first, the victory achieved by Jesus through his death on the cross, and second, the victory won by our testimony to the truth of God.

B. Fellow Overcomers (21-23)
1. As a final punctuation mark to his warning against division by false leaders, Paul sends final greetings from those with him.  Four of the men he lists are Jewish (my kinsmen, counting Timothy the half-Jew). At least four others are Gentiles (five if we include Tertius).
2. Whether any of these men, besides Timothy, knew anyone in Rome we do not know. We only know of their desire to express unity with their brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus.
3. What a fitting punctuation mark to a final word on gospel culture that these men of different backgrounds, from different places, traveling with Paul on a mission of uniting Jewish and Gentile believers, want to greet the Roman church.

Gospel doctrine creates Satan-crushing gospel culture. Gospel truths, acting naturally, just being true to themselves, always show their power in a personal bent and a social environment flavored with grace, mercy, cheerfulness, trust, gentleness, humility, and self-sacrificial love.  
Wherever the gospel not only defines the theological content but also sweetens the relational flavor, it feels like Jesus has come to town. And when Jesus is “the main thing,” when is lifted up, he will draw people to himself.
My prayer is that we might be more deeply dyed red with the merciful blood of Jesus at every level of our beings.  Revival falls upon us when we are profoundly saturated in the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ.
 When we follow Step One, false leaders have no power and gospel culture flourishes. 
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