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 Next Sunday we’ll conclude our study through this great 

letter of Romans.  I’ve been very blessed by the weekly 

preparation for these sermons, and I trust that it has been 

strengthening and edifying for our congregation as we’ve spent 

these many months meditating together on the tremendous truths 

communicated in this letter.   

 It’s interesting in our passage for this morning that Paul 

interrupts his greetings to give some words of warning.  The 

teaching section of the letter ended in the middle of chapter 15.  

Then Paul shared about his travel plans and missionary plans.  In 

chapter 16:1-16 he sends greetings to many of the believers in the 

church in Rome.  In verses 21-23 he mentions several more names, 

this time of individuals who are with him in Corinth, who also 

want to send their words of greeting to the church in Rome.   

 It seems a bit odd that Paul would interrupt the flow of this 

greeting section with a few last words of instruction, indeed of 

stern warning.  It may be that what he said at the end of verse 16 

triggered this thought.  When he mentions, “All the churches of 

Christ greet you,” that may have brought to mind the divisions in 

various churches, the problems with false teachers, and therefore 

he feels compelled to add this to the letter before he’s through.   

 Whatever the reason for inserting these final instructions, 

they were certainly fitting and certainly needed, as they are fitting 

and necessary for us to hear today.  Paul eventually did make it to 

Rome.  He ended up being imprisoned there, although he was 

allowed to have visitors.  He was basically under house arrest.  

And he lived that way for 2 years, as we read at the end of Acts.  

 It was probably during that time that Paul wrote his letter to 

the church in Philippi, which we know as Philippians.  Listen to 

what he says near the beginning of that letter. 

“Some indeed preach Christ from envy and rivalry, but others from 

good will. The latter do it out of love, knowing that I am put here 

for the defense of the gospel. The former proclaim Christ out of 

selfish ambition, not sincerely but thinking to afflict me in my 

imprisonment.” (Philippians 1:15–17, ESV)  

 This could be evidence of divisive and unhealthy leaders 

who were disrupting things in the church in Rome, where Paul was 



2 
 

imprisoned.  So these warnings are certainly appropriate.  The 

church needs to be constantly on guard to protect its unity and its 

purity.  There needs to be unity around the Gospel.  We must not 

compromise the Gospel.  Nor should we be ugly or divisive.  Our 

aim and prayer is to be peacefully unified around the one true 

Gospel.   

Don’t Be Divisive 

Listen again to the admonition of verse 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.” (Romans 16:17, ESV)  

To think through this carefully and thoroughly, I want to 

separate this into two pieces (oftentimes overlapping pieces, to be 

sure).  There is the issue of division, which may or may not be tied 

to theological error.  And then there is the issue of theological 

error.  I first want to talk about divisiveness.  And before we even 

get to the actual admonition here, which is to avoid those who 

cause divisions, I first want to make the point that’s implicit here: 

don’t YOU be divisive.  Don’t be one of the divisive people that 

the rest of the church is supposed to avoid.  Don’t be a church-

wrecker.  Don’t be someone who is stirring up unrest and bringing 

tension and strain to relationships within the church.   

Listen to what Spinoza wrote about Christians.  He was a 

17
th

 century Jewish philosopher.  He said, “I have often wondered 

that persons who make boast of professing the Christian religion—

namely love, joy, peace, temperance, and charity to all men—

should quarrel with such rancorous animosity and display daily 

towards one another such bitter hatred, that this, rather than the 

virtues which they profess, is the readiest criteria of their faith” 

(quoted in Moo, The Letter of James, 181).  Are there unbelievers 

around us who would say the same thing?  “Those Christians—all 

they do is fight.  Why would I want to have anything to do with 

them?”  Jesus said in John 13:35, “By this all people will know 

that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”  How 

will anyone know that we love Jesus if we fight among ourselves 

and slander one another and hold grudges against brothers and 

sisters in Christ? 

James chapter 4 raises the question, “what causes 

quarrels?”   

“What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not 

this, that your passions are at war within you? You desire and do 

not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight 
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and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and 

do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your 

passions.” (James 4:1–3, ESV)  

The question is, what causes quarrels?  And the answer is 

basically this: it’s frustrated selfish desires that causes quarrels.  

Cravings that are unfulfilled.  People want to satisfy their own 

private desires, and there are others who stand in the way of that.  

So they commit murder and fight and quarrel.  It’s doubtful that 

anybody was actually killing others over a church conflict, but 

James seems to be pointing to the murderous intent that is tied up 

with these passions.  When you’re so wrapped up in yourself and 

so controlled by selfish desires, there can be an intense hatred 

toward those who have what you want.   

Doug Moo writes, “Verbal argument, private violence, or 

national conflict—the cause of them all can be traced back to the 

wrongful lust to want more than we have, to be envious of and 

covet what others have, whether it be their position or their 

possessions” (The Letter of  James, 184).  Frustrated selfish desires 

will produce all kinds of conflict and hatred and division. 

So I begin with that exhortation.  Don’t be divisive. 

Watch Your Life and Doctrine 

The other exhortation that is implicit here in Romans 16:17 

is to watch your life and doctrine.  The church is instructed to 

avoid those who would create obstacles contrary to sound doctrine.  

Implicit in that is: don’t yourself be someone who is creating 

obstacles contrary to sound doctrine.  Don’t be like the person 

described in verse 18, who rather than serving the Lord Christ is 

serving his or her own appetites, who uses smooth talk and flattery 

to deceive the hearts of the naïve.  

In just a couple of verses, Paul is going to mention 

Timothy, a very dear brother, a son in the faith.  There are two 

whole books in the New Testament which are letters Paul wrote to 

Timothy to instruct Timothy how he should shepherd the church in 

Ephesus.   

Listen to what Paul says in 1 Timothy 4:16. 

“Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching.” (1 Timothy 

4:16, ESV)  

Keep a close watch, Timothy.  Keep a close watch, elders 

of Three Rivers Grace.  Keep a close watch, congregation.  Keep a 
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close watch on yourself and on the teaching.  There needs to be 

personal holiness and biblical faithfulness.   

 Each of these is necessary.  You can see the connection 

negatively in Romans 16:17-18.  There are individuals who cause 

divisions and create obstacles contrary to sound doctrine, and they 

are individuals who do not serve our Lord Christ, but their own 

appetites.  To avoid such people and to avoid becoming such 

people, we need to be on guard.  We need to watch ourselves and 

our doctrine.  And we need to help one another in being on guard.  

This is a community project. 

 And the best way to be on guard is to affirm the truth, but 

not merely that . . . to have a joyful passion for the truth of the 

Gospel.  Iain Murray, in his book Revival and Revivalism, wrote 

something that has left an impression on me about the way that 

God has worked in the lives of pastors to give them not only an 

accurate understanding of doctrine, but also a personal fervor and 

passion for the truth.  The subtitle of that book is The Making and 

Marring of American Evangelicalism 1750-1858.  Iain Murray 

tells of those who were training young men for the ministry and 

understood the need to foster not only sound doctrine but also a 

joyful passion for the Gospel.  Princeton in the 1700s, for instance, 

was a place where this was taken very seriously.  Murray writes, 

“The Princeton leaders had consciously faced the key question: 

What was it that gave life to plain, scriptural preaching?  And their 

united answer was, it was preachers knowing and feeling in their 

own experience the realities of which they spoke” (45).   

That really captures a key aspect of the importance of one’s 

personal passion for the Lord and the need to cultivate that 

throughout one’s life.  There are the obvious ways that one’s life 

can undermine sound doctrine, when a person falls into some 

blatant sin.  And there are obvious ways that sound doctrine can be 

compromised and distorted.  But there’s also the very real danger 

that sound doctrine would simply become hollow and lifeless.  I 

could stand up here and say things that are absolutely true without 

knowing and feeling in my own experience the realities of what 

I’m talking about.  And I’m sure I’ve done that to varying degrees 

in the sermons I preach.  But my sincere desire, and you can pray 

for me in this, is that I will know and feel these amazing truths that 

we are examining together in God’s Word.  I want to be gripped by 

these things.  I want to burn with a godly zeal for the Gospel, and I 

want to be used by God to cause others to burn with that passion, 

too.  Pray for me, and for the other elders, and all those who teach 

and lead in this church, that in an ever-increasing way we will 
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know and feel in our own experience the realities of which we 

speak. 

 Watch your life and doctrine. 

Avoid False Teachers 

Thirdly, now, let’s come to the actual exhortation, which is 

to avoid those who cause divisions and create obstacles contrary to 

the doctrine that you have been taught.  The big question for us is 

how to know exactly we ought to avoid.  We need discernment 

here.  We need to help each other in this. 

Just because a guy on TV talks about Jesus doesn’t mean 

he’s really teaching biblical truth.  He may even have a Bible open 

in front of him, but that doesn’t mean he’s really presenting the 

true Gospel.  We have to be careful.  We have to be on guard.   

One thing that should be a red flag is if the preacher is 

strongly encouraging you to send him money.  Send your money to 

us, and you’ll be doubly blessed.  You’ll be healed.  You’ll get a 

promotion and a raise.  Your prayers will be answered.  That has 

all the signs of someone who is not serving the Lord Christ but 

their own appetites.  But the thing is, they can make it sound so 

compelling.  How?  Because they’re smooth talkers.  They know 

how to flatter.  They know how to work a crowd, work an 

audience.  They know how to deceive the hearts of the naïve.   

In 2 Timothy 3 Paul gives a similar admonition to avoid 

false teachers, and he says, “For among them are those who creep 

into households and capture weak women, burdened with sins and 

led astray by various passions, always learning and never able to 

arrive at a knowledge of the truth.” (2 Timothy 3:6–7, ESV)  

False teachers will take advantage of those who are 

vulnerable.  They will be very winsome and probably have very 

attractive personalities.  They will say things that people naturally 

like to hear.  And in these ways false teachers can gain a 

tremendous following and can become amazingly wealthy, which 

of course gives them the opportunity to serve their own appetites.   

To fill out this picture a bit, let’s compare this description 

in Romans 16 to a couple other passages in 1 Timothy where Paul 

addresses similar issues. 

“As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at 

Ephesus so that you may charge certain persons not to teach any 

different doctrine, nor to devote themselves to myths and endless 

genealogies, which promote speculations rather than the 
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stewardship from God that is by faith. The aim of our charge is 

love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a 

sincere faith. Certain persons, by swerving from these, have 

wandered away into vain discussion, desiring to be teachers of the 

law, without understanding either what they are saying or the 

things about which they make confident assertions.” (1 Timothy 

1:3–7, ESV)  

 Notice 4 things briefly here. 

Different Doctrine 

The word he uses is heterodidaskalein, which is a word 

Paul probably coined himself.  It’s a different teaching, a different 

doctrine.  What we have to understand is that the truth of 

Christianity has been clearly communicated through Jesus and the 

apostles and has been recorded for us in this inspired Book which 

we call the Bible.  And to deviate from these truths is to teach a 

different doctrine.  It is to teach something other than the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ.  It is false teaching.   

 We should pause at this point and just acknowledge what a 

radical thing it is to say these kinds of things.  It was radical for 

Paul to write this and preach this and enforce this in the first 

century churches in their cultural context.  And it’s radical for us to 

affirm this in our cultural context—in our postmodern, relativistic 

age which maintains that all roads lead to heaven and we can all 

embrace our own truth as long as we don’t impose our beliefs on 

anyone else or claim that our truth is the Truth.  You can have your 

truth and your ethical standards and your religious beliefs, and I’ll 

have mine, as long as we can agree that there’s no such thing as 

absolute truth, there’s no absolute standard of right and wrong, and 

there doesn’t exist one true religion.  With these ideas capturing so 

many minds, it’s a bold move to stand up and say that what the 

Bible reveals about Jesus Christ is absolutely true, and anything 

that contradicts it or diverges from it is false teaching.  It’s a 

different doctrine.  It’s a different Gospel.  And therefore it cannot 

save.  It cannot give anyone real hope for eternity.        

Myths and Genealogies 

There’s the temptation for teachers to wander off into 

speculative things in order to generate greater interest among their 

listeners, and to gain a broader audience.  It seems that this was the 

case for some of the teachers in Ephesus, where Timothy was.  

Some were devoting themselves to myths—ideas that were 

contrary to the truth.  Fanciful ideas and notions that sounded 

interesting, but led people away from the truth rather than toward 

it.  In Paul’s second letter to Timothy we get an additional insight 

into the motivation for this.  Paul writes in 2 Timothy 4:3-4, “For 
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the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, 

but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves 

teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from 

listening to the truth and wander off into myths.”  What a grave 

danger this is!  There are certain things that we naturally like to 

hear, and there are other things that are difficult to hear.   

And there are a lot of things that fall under the category of 

sound teaching that are difficult to hear—like the biblical truth of 

our depravity.  We are not good people.  We are sinners who 

deserve God’s punishment.  That’s not something that we naturally 

like to hear, and that’s why many people will not listen to it.  

Instead they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their 

own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and 

wander off into myths. 

Some of the teachers in Ephesus were also into 

genealogies.  This is most likely a reference to fanciful 

interpretations of the Old Testament genealogies, which were 

present in Paul’s day.  There was certainly an interest in the 

Scriptures, but that interest led certain people toward unfounded 

speculation about things.  Thus, the focus shifts away from the 

glorious story of redemption, and the focus is placed on finding 

hidden and deeper meanings in this or that detail of the story.   

That’s the danger of this kind of speculation.  That’s the 

danger of myths and genealogies.  It’s not that people walk away 

from the Bible.  But they miss the whole point of the Bible, and 

instead use the Bible for other purposes.   

Vain Discussion 

Moving to verse 6 we see a third description of the false 

teachers, and that is vain discussion.  “Certain persons, by 

swerving from these [meaning the pure heart and good conscience 

and sincere faith of verse 5], have wandered away into vain 

discussion.”  This includes the things Paul has already mentioned 

in verse 4: myths and genealogies.  And we can also think of this 

generally in terms of the various things that spiritual teachers 

might be tempted to employ in their search for an audience.  A 

preacher may find that the clear exposition of God’s Word week 

after week is not drawing the crowd that he would like to see, and 

therefore he is tempted to wander away from sound teaching into 

all kinds of vain discussion . . . vain discussion that so many 

people find very interesting.     

Teaching That Lacks Understanding 

Fourthly, another description of the false teachers is found 

in verse 7, that they desire “to be teachers of the law, without 



8 
 

understanding either what they are saying or the things about 

which they make confident assertions.”  That’s quite a critique.  

Paul is saying that these characters in Ephesus are getting up on 

their soapboxes spouting off all kinds of nonsense, and they don’t 

even know what they’re talking about.   

 Another passage that’s helpful to look at is at the end of 1 

Timothy. 

“If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the 

sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that 

accords with godliness, he is puffed up with conceit and 

understands nothing. He has an unhealthy craving for controversy 

and for quarrels about words, which produce envy, dissension, 

slander, evil suspicions, and constant friction among people who 

are depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, imagining that 

godliness is a means of gain.” (1 Timothy 6:3–5, ESV)  

The sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ refer to the 

message that Jesus, Himself, preached, and was then taught by the 

apostles and preserved in the various letters that make up the New 

Testament.  These are sound words, true words.  And they come 

from Jesus Christ, Himself.  To summarize the content of this 

message: It is the message that Jesus is one with the Father.  He is 

God, the second Person of the Trinity.  He became a man and lived 

among us in this fallen world, yet He remained without sin.  Then 

He went to the cross to sacrifice Himself for those who have 

sinned.  This message is such Good News because all those who 

acknowledge their sinfulness and repent of their sinful ways and 

trust in Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins, will be saved.  This 

is the only way to be rescued from the punishment we deserve for 

our sin, and there is nothing we can do to earn or deserve this 

salvation.  It is a free gift to all who will humble themselves and 

receive it.   

 This is the true doctrine of God’s Word.  These are the 

sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ.  And this sound doctrine 

produces a certain kind of fruit.  It is “the teaching that accords 

with godliness” (end of verse 3).  You see, doctrine matters.  What 

you believe about God and about sin and about Christ and about 

faith, it makes a difference in the way you live your life.   

 So, on the one hand there is sinful behavior that is contrary 

to sound doctrine.  And on the other hand there is teaching that 

accords with godliness.  This should impress upon us the absolute 

necessity of sound, biblical teaching.  We can’t minimize the 

importance of rightly understanding God’s Word.  We can’t ignore 

this.  We can’t let other things get in the way of this.  Because 
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sound teaching will produce godly living, to the glory of God.  

And false teaching will produce sinful behavior which will slander 

the Name of God.   

 Another characteristic of false teaching, which we also saw 

in Romans 16, is an unhealthy craving for controversy.  The next 

two statements in verse 4 are both participles, and they are 

contrasted with each other, which doesn’t come across in this 

translation.  More literally, it could read, “understanding nothing, 

but having an unhealthy (or sick) craving for controversy.”  This is 

a bad combination: ignorance and an attitude.  There is a 

fundamental misunderstanding of Gospel truth, and yet there is the 

relentless attempt to argue about minutia.  This is why we need to 

continually keep the Gospel at the center and make sure that we’re 

seeking to understand everything else in light of that.  God forbid 

that we misunderstand the cross of Christ or ignore the cross of 

Christ, while we quarrel about the details of end times events.  

That would be the kind of thing that Paul has in mind here.  To 

ignore or deviate from the most central truths of Scripture, and 

then to fight about peripheral or speculative matters. 

Truth Divides 

Now, as we think about this theme of false teaching and 

division, we must also realize that truth can cause division.  We’re 

seeing in these passages that false teaching causes division.  But 

truth causes division.  Jesus, Himself, said in Matthew 10:34, “Do 

not think that I have come to bring peace on the earth.  I have not 

come to bring peace, but a sword.”  What does Jesus mean?  He 

means there will be a fundamental divide between those who 

receive Him and those who reject Him, between truth and 

falsehood, between light and darkness.  Jesus Christ is divisive in 

this way.  He demands absolute allegiance, which creates a major 

divide between those who receive Him and those who reject Him.  

There’s no middle ground.  Either you are repenting of your sin, 

embracing Him as the only Lord and Savior, and submitting to His 

authority, or you are rejecting Him.  So Jesus Christ causes 

division.  The truth causes division.   

But this division is due to the fact that some love the truth 

and others hate the truth.  And among those who love the truth, 

those who are saved, those who are regenerate, there will be a 

growing unity around the truth . . . a peaceful and life-giving unity 

around the Good News.  As we are sanctified, and as we put 

ourselves under God’s Word and grow in our understanding of it, 

we will all be drawn closer to one another because we’re drawing 

closer to the unified truth of the Bible. 
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False teaching will never produce that kind of unity.  

Instead it will lead people away from the truth in all different 

directions.  It will distort the truth and breed confusion.  And the 

arrogance that is involved will bring about all kinds of fighting.   

So let’s set ourselves apart to be united around the Gospel, 

and let’s enjoy the sweet harmony and peaceful cooperation of 

Gospel ministry.   

A Real Life Example 

In closing, I’ll give you one tangible illustration of Romans 

16:17-18.  As I think about this admonition to avoid those who 

cause division and create obstacles contrary to sound doctrine, a 

certain individual comes to mind who attended this church for a 

period of time until the elders asked him not to come back.  This 

was a number of years ago, and I don’t remember all of the details.  

But I remember enough to know that this guy fit the description of 

these verses.  He had a big smile and seemed very kind-hearted 

and passionate about Jesus.  He would spend a lot of time talking 

with people after the service, seemingly trying to take folks under 

his wing.  He would also, though, come to me and others in 

leadership with very pointed questions, challenging certain things 

about the way we led the church.  He very clearly wanted to have a 

voice, wanted to have influence, even though he had only been 

here a short period of time.  As the elders began to pick up on 

things he was discussing with others in the congregation, we 

realized we had a problem on our hands.  He was a wolf in sheep’s 

clothing.  He professed godliness, but had the potential to do real 

harm.   

It’s interesting in these passages that we’ve been looking at 

that sometimes Paul says confront these individuals, and other 

places he simply says avoid them.  We ended up doing both.  We 

confronted him, and then we avoided him, by asking him to stop 

attending this church.  And that’s something we hardly ever do.  

We want to invite people and welcome people into this fellowship.  

But sadly there will be some instances where we need to avoid and 

exclude individuals who would cause harm to the church. 

We weren’t mean to this person.  We talked with him, tried 

to understand where he was coming from.  Tom Dyba and I had 

lunch with him at an Eat’nPark not far from here.  But we saw with 

increasing clarity that this guy did not want to cooperate in 

anything.  He did not want to listen.  He had an agenda that he 

wanted to bring to the church, and it was clearly an agenda we 

didn’t want anything to do with.  And so in order to protect the 

church, in order to avoid this individual, in order to protect any 
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vulnerable sheep who could have been influenced by this man, we 

kindly, but firmly, asked him not to return.   

That’s one way that this passage applies in the context of 

our church life today.  But it’s not just the elders who are 

responsible here.  The elders are responsible for protecting the 

flock.  But notice that Romans 16:17-18 is not addressed only to 

the elders.  It’s addressed to the whole church.  We’re all called to 

watch out for those who would cause division and lead people 

astray.  Be on guard in your own personal life.  Be discerning in 

what Bible teachers you listen to.  Be discerning in who you’re 

allowing to influence you.  And let’s be discerning together as a 

church.  Let’s be attentive to God’s Word, humbling ourselves 

before His Word, and praying for personal delight in the truth of 

the Gospel . . . a joy that will overflow in healthy church unity.   

Remember: Don’t be divisive.  Watch your own life and 

doctrine.  And avoid those who would cause divisions or create 

obstacles contrary to sound teaching. 


