
Sermon 211: Romans 16:17-19: Fighting for Unity

OUTLINE

2 actions
2 evils
2 characteristics
2 desires

INTRODUCTION

A pastor has a certain number of things he must do.  He has to teach, he has to encourage, 
as well as rebuke.  But he also must warn the flock of God of the various dangers that they 
will encounter.  Paul as a faithful shepherd is wearing his warning hat when he speaks in 
Romans 16:17-19, ‘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. 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. 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.’1  Please appreciate with me the abrupt change in tone in the text.  Paul has been 
talking about sending his love to the various people and house churches in Rome, he is 
sending greetings from the other churches he has visited.  He is trying to spread the love 
around connecting separated brethren and tops it all off by a call to show family affection to
one another with a holy kiss.  Then he suddenly flips into another mode and tells the 
Romans to watch out and avoid certain people.  Paul values unity, but he also recognizes 
that in a fallen world unity must be guarded and fought for.  In order to protect our unity, 
we may have to exclude certain types of people.

While studying at Baptist College my roommate Glen and I were very argumentative.  We 
were not always as gracious as we should have been.  One day when called into the office 
the Principal said that there are two types of people in the world, those who are on the side 
of unity and those who are on the side of truth.  Gentle folk with a peacemaking side 
treasure unity, teachers with a passion for truth treasure truth.  Both types of people have 
good concerns, and both can sin in their pursuit of the good.  One side can pursue unity at 
the cost of truth and the other truth at the cost of unity.  Paul is balanced he loves unity and
he loves the truth.  However, he also realizes that in order to maintain unity we have to 
guard it by testing all things and not allowing everyone at the table.  In an age of political 
correctness, in an age of pluralistic tolerance, in an age where Christians are criticized as 
being so divided we might feel intimidated away from protecting our unity, but Paul calls us 
to watch out for and avoid certain teachers.  

Our portion can be examined under four headings as we look at the 2 actions Paul calls us 
to perform in the face of false teachers; the 2 evils he describes the false teachers 
committing; 2 characteristics of false teachers; and 2 desires that he has for the Roman 
Church.

2 Actions

V17, ‘I appeal to you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and create 
obstacles to the doctrine that you have been taught; avoid them.’  The unity and peace of 
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the church is a precious thing, and it is a high sin to disrupt it.  The church belongs to 
Christ, the Church is His bride, therefore it should only be the will of Christ that we insist is 
done in the church.  The elder’s job is to ensure that this is the case.  Paul here in this verse
calls on the whole church to firstly, watch out for those who cause divisions, and to avoid 
those who create obstacles that deviate from the apostolic teaching they first heard.  

Vigilance.  This is a wartime mentality.  And here is the balance, we must be welcoming but 
watchful.  It is the often-told story that a man who appears to be godly and gifted is quickly 
promoted, but after a while his agenda becomes apparent and he leaves splitting the 
church.  Paul is calling on us to value the unity of the church and to protect it with our 
watchfulness.  Do you believe that we are in a spiritual war and that the devil hates the 
church?  Do you know some of his tactics?  He sows division, he accuses, he tempts, he 
deceives as an angel of light, he has wolves in sheep’s clothing in his employ.  Are you on 
guard against false teachers and teaching coming into your life, into your family, into your 
church?  

Let me ask you, do you watch the preachers on Shine TV?  Are they prosperity teachers, are
they Seventh Day Adventists?  Do you buy indiscriminately from the Christian Superstore in 
town?  Do you know that not everything that calls itself Christian can be trusted?  Do you 
act with watchfulness?  I am not advocating that you become a suspicious and unpleasant 
person who cannot see the good in anyone, but do you live like you have an enemy stalking
your steps and trying to pull the wool over your eyes?  

‘Avoid them.’   Once again not a very friendly sort of thing to do, but when dealing with 
infectious diseases prevention is the best cure.  Apply this verse by testing your state of 
awareness and battle readiness.  Let it be a reminder of the enemies we forget about.  

2 Evils

The 2 evils that Paul describes these false brethren committing are causing divisions and 
creating obstacles.  Church discipline can technically be applied to any form of impenitent 
sin, but there are three specific ones mentioned as worthy of church discipline, causing 
division Titus 3:10, teaching heresy Gal. 1:8-9, and immorality 1 Cor. 5.  Two of those three 
offenses are mentioned in this verse. 

Causing divisions is a serious sin.  Paul talks about the sort of person that causes division in 
1 Tim. 6:3-6, ‘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, 4 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, 5 and 
constant friction among people who are depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, 
imagining that godliness is a means of gain.’2  In Titus 3:10 he tells Titus how to deal with 
them in the church, ‘As for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then 
twice, have nothing more to do with him, 11 knowing that such a person is warped and 
sinful; he is self-condemned.’3  Are you a friend of the peace of the church?  
It is difficult to know the true nature of the false teachers Paul is warning about, it is either 
legalistic Judaizers or libertarian Gnostics.  But a key way to overcome an enemy is to divide

2 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (1 Ti 6:3–5). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles.

3 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Tt 3:10–11). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles.
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and conquer and the Roman church like any would have different parties in it who could be 
preyed upon to make divisions.  The Jew Gentile division was a vulnerability; the slave free, 
rich poor, male female, Roman citizen and non-Roman.  All of these would be potential 
levers to divide brethren.  In our church it could be Kiwi vs non-Kiwi, GV vs non-GV, Baptist 
vs Paedobaptist, and so on.  We need to avoid those who seek to use these differences to 
cause strife and to meditate on the unity we have by the Spirit in Christ as the antidote for 
it.  

Secondly, Paul talks about these false brethren creating obstacles contrary to the doctrine 
they first received.  In other words, the Roman Church would have first heard the apostolic 
gospel about salvation by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone.  But now some 
are coming in an trying to promote a different teaching.  In other words, there was heresy 
and error competing for the minds of the people in the church.  That word obstacle is 
literally a stumbling block and can be used to talk about someone falling into damnation.  
These false teachers are not merely creating difficulties, but they are barring the way to 
eternal life.  Jesus said something similar of the Pharisees, Matt. 23:13, ‘“But woe to you, 
scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. For
you neither enter yourselves nor allow those who would enter to go in.’4  

Who should we divide against?  We should be willing to divide with those who are enemies 
of the gospel.  You may not know it, but I know that these verses are applied to our church 
by GV.  We are seen as those who cause divisions and who create obstacles drawing them 
away from the teachings they heard at first.  Ironically, we are insisting that the gospel is 
not one of be part of GV to go to heaven but to trust in Christ and to be saved by grace 
through faith.  Any group can apply these verses to any other that disagrees with them, but 
this would be missing the point.  The question is not whether you are being drawn away 
from the first things you were ever taught, but whether you are being drawn away from the 
first things that the apostles taught the church about the gospel.  If you are part of a church
and you want to know when you should leave it, here is one answer.  If that church no 
longer teaches the pure gospel of Christ get out of there.  

2 Characteristics

In v18 Paul gives us two identifying marks of the false teachers.  You will notice he does not
name them, but gives general characteristics of those who are false teachers, ‘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.’5  Here are two things that false teachers do, 
firstly, we are told that they do not serve Christ as Lord but themselves; secondly, they 
deceive the naïve with smooth speech and flattery.

Those who willingly divide the Bride of Christ and teach a gospel other than that Christ is 
our Saviour is obviously not in submission to Christ.  Those who are willing to impose their 
own wills upon Christ’s church and impose ways of salvation other than the one Christ has 
set has no respect for the Lordship of Christ over themselves or the church.  Now we need 
to spend a little time focusing on the phrase, ‘but their own appetites.’  This phrase can go 
in one of two directions.  Firstly, appetites could be a reference to a libertarian type of 
teaching that encourages people to sin against Christ.  Secondly, this is also the way Paul 

4 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Mt 23:13). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles.

5 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ro 16:18). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles.
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describes those legalistic Judaizers who impose their own way of religion in the place of 
salvation by grace through faith in Christ.  Paul describes the legalists this way in Phil. 3:19-
20, ‘ For many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you even with tears, walk as 
enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their end is destruction, their god is their belly, and they 
glory in their shame, with minds set on earthly things.’6

Error has two faces, there is the indulgent, outwardly wicked, lawbreaking type that we call 
antinomian or libertarian.  This error says sin is not so bad, grace is greater than sin, it is 
not a sin to do that, come on indulge, don’t be such a prude.  Then there is the religious 
and rigorous that is outwardly disciplined and lawkeeping, what we call legalistic or 
Pharisaic.  This error says, do not taste, do not look, do not touch.  It calls things sin that 
are not sin, and it often adds rules and regulations without which one cannot get saved.  
Paul condemns both whether it is the libertines in Corinth or the legalists in Philippi.  

Now each one of us has a tendency to one or the other, each one of us is naturally loose or 
tight.  I suspect that because you are in a Reformed Baptist Church the majority of you 
would err on the side of legalism, but that is just a generalization.  You will feel attracted to 
legalistic rigor and zeal.  You descry the immorality as a terrible evil and if you would err you
would err on the side of being too safe.  Well, let me make a bold statement, this is sin as 
much as libertinism.  To be willing to add to God’s law is the same rejection of God’s 
Lordship which ignores that law.  To put your laws in the place of God’s laws or to ignore 
God’s law, both are damning.  When Christ came to Israel which was the most pervasive 
form of sin that He rebuked?  It was the self-righteous, law adding, conscience binding sin 
that He most addressed.  Is it a fitting picture to say that those who promote legalism are 
serving their own appetites?  Yes, it may not be the traditional appetites and lust we 
ordinarily associate with sin but it is still my will and desires in the place of God’s.  it is still 
egocentric instead of Christocentric.

Next Paul tells us that ‘by smooth talk and flattery they deceive the hearts of the naïve.’  
Firstly, smooth talk only occurs once in the Bible and it means smooth/plausible sounding 
speech.  And the second word flattery is literally the word blessing.  These are very telling 
descriptions when describing what comes out of the mouths of false teachers.  

 When you hear that someone is a false teacher you expect them to be obviously wrong, but
this is hardly the case.  False teachers are wolves in sheep’s clothing.  2 Cor. 11:13-15, ‘For 
such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ.
14 And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. 15 So it is no surprise
if his servants, also, disguise themselves as servants of righteousness. Their end will 
correspond to their deeds.’7  So what comes out of their mouths?  Plausible sounding 
speech, religious sounding speech, exposition of scripture at times.  Their manner and their 
words are so deceptive that the naïve are deceived.  We are told that the hearts of the naïve
are deceived.  The false teachers appeared to be such nice people, they appeared so 
genuine.  They came knocking on your door, and they were well dressed with smart shoes 
and conservative clothing.  They spoke about the Kingdom of God and the need to answer 
all our problems from the Bible.  They had colourful literature with neatly presented articles 
on interesting issues.  They quoted the Bible all the time.  Of course, you know that I am 
talking about the JWs.  They are a perfect example of this sort of deception.  They use all 
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the words we use but with different meanings.  On the Island of St Helena, I got to read 
through the history of the church on the Island which went all the way back to 1845.  In the
records I found it recorded that two strangers had arrived from America with a letter of 
recommendation from a pastor Russell to receive these young men as teachers in the 
church.  It turns out ‘pastor Russell’ was no other than Charles Taze Russell the founder of 
the JW’s and these two men gathered a group from the Baptist Church and split the church 
beginning the JW work on the Island.  The naivety of the Baptist Church gave the JWs their 
beginning and today they outnumber the Baptists and 1 in every 26 people is a JW, the 
highest percentage than any other place in the world.  

I want you to think back to the last time you had contact with some Mormons or JWs or 
SDA and remember how friendly and moral and polite and apparently zealous they were.  
Remember how much you had in common with them in a secular society that is going 
downhill.  Remember the surprise at how nice they were and the good feeling you were left 
with.  think on how nice it was to see such well dressed young people.  Think on all the 
areas of agreement about family, morals, sin, homosexuality, etc.  Now you know how false 
teachers get into the hearts of the naïve.  

2 desires

Finally we come to Paul’s 2 desires towards the Romans, v19, ‘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.’8  Some might have felt insulted that they had to be warned as if they 
were one of the naïve.  Paul anticipates such a thought in the Romans and assures them of 
his good intent.  He talks about how their obedience is well known.  In other words, they 
are a healthy church and the devil hates a healthy church and wages his attacks against it.  
Paul expresses his desire for them to be wise as to what is good and innocent towards what 
is evil.  Being wise towards the good means that Paul wants the Romans to know the gospel
well, to know the truth and the Scriptures well.  Some think that there is a play on words 
when Paul talks about them being innocent as to what is evil.  Paul has just told them that 
the naïve are vulnerable and implies that this is not something desirable, now he is telling 
them that he does want them to be naïve.  He is saying something like this: be naïve when 
it comes to evil but don’t be naïve when it comes to evil.  Or as Christ Himself put it, 
‘“Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be wise as serpents and 
innocent as doves.’9  

So as we have looked at this text we have had a strong warning from Paul.  He has 
reminded us to be watchful and to avoid those who disrupt the unity of the church and who 
deviate from the apostolic gospel.  He has reminded us of the deceptive nature of false 
teachers who have plausible sounding speech and can be very convincing to those who are 
not on their guard.  This is the word of the Lord to us this morning let us lay it to heart.       

8 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ro 16:19). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles.
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https://ref.ly/logosres/esv?ref=BibleESV.Mt10.16&off=26&ctx=ution+Will+Come%0A16%C2%A0o~%E2%80%9CBehold%2C+I+am+sendin
https://ref.ly/logosres/esv?ref=BibleESV.Ro16.19&off=3&ctx=ts+of+the+naive.+19%C2%A0~For+b%EF%BB%BFyour+obedience

