PAGE  
6
“Watch Out!”      Text – Romans 16:17-20       QA 123 & 127       OT Reading – Genesis 3:1-15

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
If you were here last Sunday afternoon, you will recall that looked at Paul’s long list of greetings that ends in v16.  Well, there are some who find this sudden change from greetings to warnings and then back to more greetings a little odd and just too clunky.  It doesn’t seem to flow.  
But its not really difficult to see very natural connections between the greetings and these warnings.   
· Paul writes in v16, “All the churches of Christ send their greetings.”  And the mention of “all the churches of Christ” would very naturally remind Paul of some of the sad things that he knows have happened in those other churches; things like exactly what he now pauses to warn the Roman Christians about.  
· And if you have read Acts and the other Epistles, like Corinthians and Galatians, for example,  you will know that this was a constant problem that Paul had to face.  He would plant a church and then have to deal with troublemakers who soon moved in or the troubling ‘ministry’ of some of those who came after him.  
· So the fact that Paul pauses to move from greeting to warning and then back to greeting is not as strange as some might think.

But many of you will know from personal experience or the study of church history, that many of the great works of God in a church or denomination have soon started to unravel because of exactly the types of issues that Paul identifies here in vv17-20.  Some of you have been in churches here in NZ or around the world that once stood for the truth of the gospel but now stand for nothing.  

It is for good reason then that here in Romans a very clear warning is given about the dangers of troublemakers in the church.  
· And we had better pay attention to these words ourselves because there are troublemakers like these still at work today.  
· And the evil one who guides those workers of wickedness is not on holiday somewhere in the universe.  No, he continues to vigorously work for the downfall of the church.  
And so, here in the midst of his Christian Greetings, the Apostle pauses to issue a Warning to believers, to make a Promise to believers, and to remind believers of their Provision.           Warning, promise and provision, then, our three points.
And first we have the warning to believers in vv17-20.  
And already in the contrast between the greetings of vv1-16 and the warnings of vv17-20, we have an important truth to note, which is this: There are some in the church who are worthy of Christian greetings but there are others in the church who we need to be warned about.  
And you see this again and again in Acts and the Epistles, as Paul celebrates what Christ is doing in and through many but also issues strong warnings about individuals and groups like he does here.  
And make no mistake, the concern here is with those who are in or who come in to the church.  We need to know though that despite being in the church, they are troublemakers who, as it says in v18, “are not serving the Lord Christ.”
So, as we consider this warning, let’s note three specific things in relation to these troublemakers – their mischief, their motivation, and their methodology, and then we look at the precise warning given.
So firstly then, their mischief.  And from v17 we see that they are “those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned.”  

1. And “Those who cause divisions,” literally, is those who cause THE divisions, suggesting well-known issues in the wider Christian church.  Paul is saying, you will have heard about the issues that are carving up congregations in the Christian world.  And we perhaps he has in view  troublemakers like those in Corinth.  
a. Literally, the Greek word that Paul uses here is ‘the stand aparters.’  Those who stand apart in a congregation.  
i. And you may remember that the divisions in Corinth were seen in that “One of you says, "I follow Paul"; another, "I follow Apollos"; another, "I follow Cephas"; still another, "I follow Christ."”  These were divisions or groups of people who rallied together about some person or doctrine or practice and condemned everyone else who did not hold to the same things as they did.  
ii. And so, to us today, the Spirit of the Lord warns us against those who cause divisions.  
A. Don’t assume that because this church holds to the doctrines like those summarized by the Apostles’ Creed, for example, it always will.  Plenty of other churches have ditched even those cardinal truths.  Men like Lloyd Geering and John Spong have been used by the devil to empty many churches in the PCNZ and the Anglican church in the USA of the truth on matters like the resurrection and who Jesus is and heaven and hell.
B. And don’t assume that basic doctrines and practices that you accept and believe today will always be valued by the church – churches are throwing out what you and I think are the plain teaching of Scripture hand and foot today.  And we may think here of issues like homosexuality, creation, marriage, women in office, the authority of Scripture, and what worship is and how it is to be done.
2. But what about those who “put obstacles in the way that are contrary to the teaching you have heard”?  
a. Now, again, literally, it should read those who put THE obstacles in the way.  These were issues well known through the wider church of that time.  

b. But what is meant by obstacles?  Well, in 1 Cor. 1:23, Paul says, “We preach Christ crucified: A stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”  And it is the same Greek word there as in our text here – scandala.   And it is found also in Gal. 5:11 where Paul talks about the scandala or the offense of the cross.  There is a stumbling block/an offensive message/an obstacle/a scandal that all sinners have to ‘trip over’ in order to enter the kingdom of heaven.  And that is the message that Jesus had to die on the cross and endure God’s eternal wrath in order for your sins to be forgiven, and if you refuse to believe this, you will spend eternity in hell.  And sadly, many find that offensive, scandalous, too bizarre or silly to be taken seriously.  So what Paul is saying here is that that scandala is enough.  Woe to him or her who adds another scandala to the cross of Christ.  
i. So what he has in mind here are people or groups like the Judaizers.  
A. The Judaizers were Jewish folk who believed that in order to be saved you had to believe in Jesus and observe the ceremonies and traditions of the Law of Moses, like circumcision and washings and feast days, etc.  And they are a constant thorn in the side of the congregations that Paul writes to in his epistles.  
ii. But this warning might also include the Gnostics – those who believed in a secret knowledge and that what you did with your body did not matter; or false teachers like those who denied the humanity or the deity of Jesus, or straight up money-makers who used the gospel to get rich, for example.  
iii. Where Paul went, people who believed doctrines like these or who operated in ways like these soon followed.  And they have afflicted the church of Christ ever since.
iv. I have a book here called Christianity and its Competitors.  The subtitle is The New Faces of Old Heresy.  And it takes four heretical or false teachings from the first few hundred years of church history and shows how each of them is alive and well in some religion or sect or group or church that exists today.  
A. And so, for example, the Judaizers, who held to a Jesus plus religion, are seen today in the official teachings and practices of the Roman Catholic and Orthodox church with its Jesus plus Mary and plus good works and plus the church and plus ceremonies form of religion.  But even as we move over into the Protestant church, any addition to salvation by faith alone in Jesus Christ alone by grace alone is a form of this ancient heresy.  The church, for example, that forbids its members from drinking any alcohol, as a part of true Christianity, which is something that the Bible simply does not demand, makes this same error.  
B. But the book also speaks about Montanism.  In the second half of the second century, A.D., Montanus claimed to be a prophet of God who brought new revelation.  He claimed to be a miracle worker.  And Montanist worship was frenzied and ecstatic and emotion oriented.  
1) And today, this same error is seen, again, in the Roman Catholic or Orthodox churches that hold the official teachings of the church or the Pope as equal to or above the authority of the Bible.  
2) But it is seen also in the Mormon ‘church,’ which holds to the Bible and the teachings of the ‘prophet’ Joseph Smith like the Book of Mormon.  
3) But it is seen also in Charismatic churches where tongue speaking and prophecy are accepted as the revelation of God alongside of or above the Bible and where there is that same tendency towards ecstasy and frenzy in worship.  
C. Most of us here will have experienced that moment when we answer a knock on the door and find two people standing there with a heavily underlined and highlighted Bible that they appear to know very well, who want to give us a Watchtower magazine.  They are the JW’s.  And they are very glad to talk about Jesus, a son (little ‘s’) of God, but not Jesus the Eternal Son (Capital ‘S’) of God, who alone is our salvation.  
v. I trust you can see then that a false Jesus or even the true Jesus of the Bible plus anything else in order to be saved is an obstacle in our way that is contrary to the teaching we have learned in God’s Word, the Bible.
But let’s move on and note also the motivation of such troublemakers, from v18, where Paul says, “Such people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites.”
1. And these words are an echo of what Paul says in Philippians 3, “For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ.  Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame.  Their mind is on earthly things.”  
2. Let me share with you what John MacArthur says in his commentary, “No matter how seemingly sincere and caring false teachers or preachers may appear to be, they are never genuinely concerned for the cause of Christ or for His church.  They are driven by self-interest and self-gratification—sometimes for fame, sometimes for power over their followers, always for financial gain, and frequently for all of those reasons.  Many of them enjoy pretentious and luxurious lifestyles, and sexual immorality is the rule more than the exception.”
3. And the worst examples of such as these, of course, are the televangelists.  Some years ago now, ABC TV in the USA did an expose on the so called ‘TV ministry’ of one such televangelist called Robert Tilton.  Having gained access to his offices, hidden cameras showed the staff opening the envelopes of those who had written in and putting the money and cheques in boxes and the prayer requests straight in the rubbish.  And at its height, the ‘ministry’ brought in $65 million a year.
4. And this is not to say that true ministers of Christ cannot have a public ministry.  A year or so ago, some of us went to listen a minister from the UK speak to a conference.  Now we went because he was speaking.  But he made a point of greeting every person there individually and serving them as we had refreshments after his talk.  He did not see himself as ‘above’ the hoi-polloi, or above dishes duty.

5. But many who claim to be ministers of Christ do.  And the Spirit of the Lord wants us to know and see that “such people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites.”
And if you have ever seen such charlatans at work, you will also know their methodology, which is spoken of also in v18, “By smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naïve people.”  

And I am going to go straight to a modern day example of the type of troublemaker spoken about here, and that is Joyce Meyer.  And I already see some of you going, what?  Joyce Meyer!  But she speaks every day on NZ’s Christian radio and TV.  And Christian bookstores are full of her bestselling books.  And she is a very gifted speaker.  And she is always talking about Jesus and even sin and forgiveness.  Uh huh.  And she is engaging and very funny and her messages are ‘relevant’ and quite moving.  
· But in the first place, she functions in a role that does not properly belong to her as a woman.  According to God’s Word, she ought not be an ordained minister.
· And secondly, and please don’t get the impression that God is anti-rich, OK, but keeping in mind what we said a moment ago about motivation, listen to this quote from a 2004 Christianity Today article, "While Meyer's previous salary is unknown, a recent series of investigative articles in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch revealed Meyer's ministry purchased for Joyce and Dave a $2 million home, a $10 million private jet, and houses worth another $2 million for the couple's children, who also work for the ministry.  The articles also outlined Meyer's recent personal purchases, including a $500,000 vacation home.”
· But thirdly, listen to these quotes or summaries of quotes from her books and addresses: “Jesus was the first human being that was ever born again.”  Jesus stopped being the Son of God on the cross.  “I am not a sinner.”  And “if you stay in faith, you are going to get paid.  I’m now living my reward.”  
· And fourthly, if you have ever listened to her speak, you will know that she pauses for applause often, she talks about herself constantly, and she passes on new information that God has revealed to her.  And you will find chapter and verse on all of these things and more if you do a bit of Google research.
And with her and others like her, you will find hear talks and read books full of Scripture quotes that want us to see that what they are teaching is in the Bible.  And it is all dressed up in the language of love for God and neighbour.  And people in churches all over the world are lapping it up like ignorant puppies drinking from a puddle of poison.  But congregation, “such people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites.  By smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naive people.”
So this brings us, lastly, to the warning in these verses, which we see in v17, “Watch out for [these] … Keep away from them.”  
1. The Greek word translated as “watch out” here is skopeo, from which we get the English word ‘scope.’  And you boys and girls will know that sailors use a telescope to watch out for rocks and land, so that they don’t crash the boat, and that soldiers use a scope on their rifles so they can see the enemy from far off and deal with it even before it gets close. 
a. Well, when he was with the Ephesian elders, Paul said to them, “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers … I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock.  Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them.  So be on your guard!”  
b. Brothers and sisters, we are naïve and ignorant and foolish if we think that the kind of trouble that Paul spoke about with the Ephesian elders and that he warns the Roman Christians about here trouble could not happen to us.   We have to be alert to and on the lookout for and ready with the scope of the Bible for the soldiers of the evil one.  
i. And this is a special part of the calling of the elders but also of us all – “watch out for troublemakers in the church.”  
ii. And yes, identifying such troublemakers can be done wrongly, and it can be done unfairly, and it can be done without honestly examining ourselves.  But just as we are to greet the Lord’s faithful servants, so we are to identify error wherever and in whomever we see it.   It is part of our gospel calling.
2. But notice also the second half of the warning, “Keep away from them.”  

a. In chapter 14 & 15, we spoke about disagreements between brothers on secondary matters.  And what was the call of the gospel there?  “Accept one another.”  Fellowship together and love each other with brotherly warmth even as you seek to sharpen each other.  But here?  “Keep away from them.”  
i. It is as though Paul is identifying them as a poisonous snake and saying, Don’t get close to it and see if you can understand how its venom works and appreciate its beautiful colouring, just keep away from it.  Avoid it.  Don’t even go near it.

ii. And this is a huge issue that we face today.  Tolerance is the buzz word of our time, out in the world and in here.  You must tolerate the opinions of others.  You must not be dogmatic and you need to be prepared to examine everything.

A. And so, you name the topic and there is a book that purports to offer Scriptural support for it.  
1) Leviticus 18:22, Romans 1:27, 1 Cor. 6:9 – you say the Bible is clear about homosexuality?  Oh, but you don’t understand.  Culture – persuasion…
John McArthur, “Although it is helpful for Christians, especially preachers and teachers, to have some knowledge of what liberal Christianity and so-called Christian cults teach, it is spiritually unwise and dangerous to be overly exposed to their falsehoods, whether through reading their literature or becoming involved in their churches, colleges, seminaries, or other institutions.  By doing such things, many ill-prepared but self-confident believers have had their faith as well as their doctrine seriously subverted, as they are “carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming.” 
Promise - The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet – God is a crusher!  
Satan has been defeated, Satan is being defeated, and Satan will be defeated.
Under your feet!  Eph 6 – The Armour of God.  Every decision that accords w Scripture, every stand for truth that is a reflection of Scripture – is part of the crushing of Satan.
Soon!

James Montgomery Boice said, “Satan is our enemy as well as God’s, and he is very fierce.  But God is our champion and ultimate victor.
And we see this, finally, as we note the provision to believers in v20, “The grace of our Lord Jesus be with you.”  

Amazing!  Romans 1 – Grace and Peace
Abounding! Ephesians 3:16-19  I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being,  17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love,  18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ,  19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge-- that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.
Growing! – Eph 4:16 From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.
Persevering! – Romans 8:39 – Nothing shall be able to separate us from the Love of God in Christ Jesus!  
But is this grace something that just floats down from heaven and settles on us?  Does it require anything of us in terms of effort and discipline?  “Contrary to the teaching that you have learned.” 
Congregation, God created the world in six days, the flood of Noah’s day covered the whole earth, Pharaoh and his armies drowned in the Red Sea while the people of Israel walked though on dry land.  Jesus was born of the virgin Mary, by the Holy Spirit.  He rose again from the dead, bodily, on the third day.  To be saved, you must believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins, and you must believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins, alone – not Jesus plus someone or something else.  Marriage is an institution of God that involves one man and one woman.  Homosexuality is sinful just as lying is sinful.  These things are a part of the teaching you have learned.  
But do you know it yourself from the Bible?  Are you teaching these things to your children?  Is that what your children are being taught at school and at catechism?  
You see, they once were in a denomination like the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, for example, but they aren’t any more, for the most part.  And this is because …
So learn from the example of the Romans – v19 – “Everyone has heard…”  
But you see, The letter to the Philippians was written when Paul was in Rome.  And of those preaching in Rome, Paul said this, “It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill … The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains.     
Exactly the troublemakers that Paul had warned about had come to Rome and they are in the wider church now.  May the Lord make us watchful and ready, by the grace of the Lord Jesus.  Amen.
