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“Wise in What is Good”  
Romans 16:17-20 
February 28th, 2021 

 

   A story is told about a small town in Tennessee that had a church building with a sign in front that 
read: “Left Foot Presbyterian Church.”  A student had passed by that church many times, chuckled to 
himself, and wondered about the meaning of the name of the church. 
 
   Finally, one day, waiting for his bus, the student asked somebody in the town about the significance of 
the rather unusual name for the church. 
 
   It seems that a number of years ago, there had been a split in the local congregation, which practiced 
foot washing as Jesus practiced it with His disciples.  An argument broke out over which foot should be 
washed first.  And the group insisting on the left foot taking precedence finally withdrew and split off to 
organize its own church and named its congregation accordingly – “Left Foot Presbyterian Church.”  A 
division like that might be funny if it weren’t so tragic. 

 
   We’re deep into the last chapter of the New Testament book of Romans.  Last Sunday, we 
examined the first 16 verses of Roman Chapter 16, where we saw the Apostle Paul (the author of 
this letter) send greetings to nearly 30 people he knew in the church at Rome.  Clearly, the 
Roman church had a special place in Paul’s heart, as he longed to visit his fellow believers in 
Jesus Christ on his way to plant churches in Spain. 
 
   But, with today’s passage – Romans 16:17-20 – it is almost as if Paul thought of something else 
to add to his letter before closing it.  For the first time in this book, Paul address false teachers 
and their potential negative impact upon a church body.  We don’t know if someone delivered 
specific news about the situation in Rome, or Paul saved this passage near the end of the letter 
in the hopes it will be remembered well by the church.     
 
   What Paul writes to the Roman Christians is helpful and useful for the Church today as well.  
We must take note of, and protect ourselves, from the harmful influence of false teachers and 
contrary people.  That is of primary importance to the elders of the church who have the 
responsibility to protect the pulpit from false teaching and bad doctrine.  We can’t just let any 
Tom, Dick or Harry fill the pulpit on Sunday because they want to and believe they have some 
message from the Lord.  Even so, the responsibility of maintaining a pure pulpit is also levied 
upon the congregation, as well.  Let’s look at what Paul himself writes.   
 
Romans 16:17-20:  
   “Now I urge you, brethren, note those who cause divisions and offenses, contrary to the doctrine 
which you learned, and avoid them.  18 For those who are such do not serve our Lord Jesus Christ, 
but their own belly, and by smooth words and flattering speech deceive the hearts of the simple.  
19 For your obedience has become known to all.  Therefore I am glad on your behalf; but I want you to 
be wise in what is good, and simple concerning evil.  20 And the God of peace will crush Satan under your 
feet shortly. 
   The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you.  Amen.” 
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   Paul begins verse 17 with a command (an imperative) to his audience.  “Now, I urge you…”  His 
message is urgent.  He warns the church to beware the presence of people who would come 
into their fellowship and attempt to tear them apart.  “They are to watch out for those who 
sow seeds of dissension (division), particularly who disrupt the body of Christ with false 
doctrine.   
 

   At the height of the Protestant Reformation, when Martin Luther was challenging the corruptions of 
the medieval church by a rediscovery of sound biblical exegesis and preaching, Pope Leo X issued a 
papal bull against Luther that complained that “a wild boar is ravishing God’s vineyard.”  Luther was not 
doing that, of course.  He was more like an Old Testament prophet, recalling a wayward church to its 
apostolic roots.  But wild boars really have ravished the church from time to time, and that is what Paul 
is warning about here.” (Boice, 1928) 

 
   Note, too, in verse 17 that in giving that command, Paul appeals to the Roman believers as 
“brethren.”  “Now I urge you, brethren…”  We’ve seen multiple instances throughout Romans 
where Paul teaches us the Church is our spiritual family.  His addressing them as his brethren 
reminds the Roman Christians of Paul’s familial love for them.  It’s because he loves his Roman 
church family that Paul brings up the matter of false teachers.  To warn them is to love them. 
 
   Paul continues in verse 17, “… note those who cause divisions and offenses.”  Such false teachers 
are divisive; their message is not one of unity, but of separation.  As agents of Satan, they 
infiltrate churches and they spread discord, disharmony, and disaster.   Their doctrine is not in 
accord with the doctrine of the orthodox Christian faith. 
 
   The word “offenses” (“obstacles” in both the English Standard Version and New International 

Versions of the Bible) here in the original Greek language refers to a spiritual problem that will 
result in damnation if it takes root in a person’s life.  How dangerous and sneaky this is – half 
truths combined with ignorance of what the Bible teaches leaves a vulnerable Christian open to 
the enemy’s devices to keep him/her out of heaven. 
 
   At the end of verse 17, Paul says the Church should “avoid them,” referring to the false 
teachers.  Paul does not say to avoid doctrine here; he says to avoid heretics.  We are to avoid 
those who would come into the church teaching false doctrine.” (Sproul, 506) 
 
   False teaching was by no means a problem limited to the early church; it is something we face 
today.  We must take care not to divide over nonessential matters, but we can have unity with 
other professing believers only insofar as they stand for the gospel.  One of our highest callings 
as believers is to seek unity among the brethren – in our local congregational setting, and 
among other like-minded believers.  “Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell 
together in unity!” writes the Psalmist in Psalm 133:1. 

 
   Verse 18 reveals the motive and method of false teachers.  “For those who are such do not serve 
our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly, and by smooth words and flattering speech deceive the hearts 

of the simple.”  Their motive is not to serve King Jesus, but their own belly.  That is the ultimate 
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choice we all have – we’re going to serve Jesus Christ, or we’re going to serve ourselves, and 
the latter of those takes many forms.  We worship idols of convenience, pleasure, power, 
money, influence, sex, entertainment, work, and control among other things.  What does your 
typical week – how you spend your time - say about what you worship other than the God of 
heaven and earth? 
 
   And, the way these slicksters reel in unsuspecting, naïve (simple) Christians is by “smooth 

words and flattering speech” as verse 18 ends.    Who hasn’t watched the clean-cut, casual 
“pastor” who talks fast and never takes his eyes off the camera?  This kind of snake captures 
the attention of the unsuspecting by showy means, throwing out an occasional biblical term to 
keep his listeners from exposing him for the fraud he actually is. 
   
   The second half of verse 19 contains a principal we would do well to remember when Paul 
writes, “… I want you to be wise in what is good, and simple concerning evil.”  I’m reminded here 
about Jesus’ words to His disciples in Matthew Chapter 10:16 – ““Behold, I send you out as sheep in 
the midst of wolves.  Therefore be wise as serpents and harmless as doves.” 
 
   Christians are to be wise in what is good.  What is good?  Let’s look to a few well-known 
verses to help us with that: 
 

 Genesis 1:10 – “And God called the dry land Earth, and the gathering together of the waters 
He called Seas.  And God saw that it was good. 

 Genesis 50:20 – Joseph speaking to his brothers in Egypt – “But as for you, you meant evil 
against me; but God meant it for good, in order to bring it about as it is this day, to save 
many people alive. “ 

 The angels of heaven speaking to the shepherds outside of Bethlehem, “…Do not be 
afraid, for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy which will be to all people.’ (Luke 
2:10) 

 Ephesians 2:10 – “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.” 

 
   In its context here in Romans Chapter 16, good is set in contrast to evil.  That which is good is 
not wicked, not sinful, not destructive, and not wrong.  Rather, what is good is wholesome, 
benevolent, godly, and right.  
 
   And, we are to be simple concerning what is evil.  Simple doesn’t mean stupid or uninformed; 
it means not to be an expert in what is evil – such as, but not limited to, witchcraft, black magic, 
the occult, tarot cards, trying to communicate with the dead, palm reading, horoscopes, 
crystals, and all the like.  We who trust in Jesus Christ have no need for such things – they have 
their origin in ungodliness and paganism. 
 
   The late James Montgomery Boice’s thoughts are helpful here, when he writes, “We are to 
know about evil, but we are not to know everything about it.  We must not want to.  Instead, 
we must fill our minds and hearts with what is good – with the doctrines of this letter, for 
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example – and be on our guard against those who would lead us from the simplicity of what we 
have been taught to the deceptions of special revelations, new insights, novel doctrines, or 
movements that bow before a human teacher rather than glorify God.” (Boice, 1934) 
  
   John Newton, the British pastor who wrote the song Amazing Grace, hits the nail on the head 
with this line:  

“The Lord hath promised good to me, His word my hope secures; 
He will my shield and portion be as long as life endures.” 

 
   Verse 20 is the encouragement for us to persevere in the grip of God’s grace – “And the God of 

peace will crush Satan under your feet shortly.”  We don’t often think of peace being what crushes 
evil.  But, in the realm of God’s economy, everything is possible, and anything can happen 
because God is invincible, almighty, and able to do all that we cannot. 
 
   This harkens back to the opening book of the Bible, the third chapter of Genesis.  We should 
all know that the first two chapters of Genesis are the creation account - how God brought 
everything into existence.  We should know also what Genesis Chapter 3 contains – the fall of 
mankind in the Garden of Eden, and God’s curse. 
 
   After Adam and Eve ate the fruit from the tree of the knowledge good and evil that God had 
told them not to eat from, they began to die.  God’s response was this curse we find in Genesis 

3:15: 
“And I will put enmity between you and the woman, 

And between your seed and her Seed; 
He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel.” 

 
   God did the crushing of Satan on the cross at Calvary on Good Friday.  In permitting His only 
begotten Son to be crucified, dead, and buried, God defeated Satan, death, and the grave.  We 
are the beneficiaries. 
 

   Satan is our enemy as well as God’s, and he is very fierce.  But God is a champion and the ultimate 
victor.  Martin Luther wrote wisely in that great Reformation hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God’: 
 

“Did we in our own strength confide, 
Our striving would be losing; 

Were not the right man on our side, 
The man of God’s own choosing. 

Dost ask who that may be?  Christ Jesus, it is He. 
Lord Sabaoth His name, from age to age the same 

And He must win the battle.” 

 
   Dear ones, let us strive together, not against one another.  We’re on the same team; our 
enemy is powerful and dangerous, eternally so for those who never bend the knee to Jesus, or 
their profession of saving faith is a sham.  Let us seek for truth, peace, and joy in serving beside 
some of the finest people we’ll ever know because we’re in the same family.  
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   Aesop has a fable of three bulls that fed in a field together in the greatest peace and safety.  A lion had 
long watched them in the hope of making a meal of them, but found little chance so long as they kept 
together.  
 
   The lion therefore began secretly to spread evil and slanderous reports of one against another till he 
provoked jealousy and distrust among them.  Soon they began to avoid each other and each took to 
feeding alone.  This gave the lion the opportunity it had been wanting.  He fell on them individually and 
made an easy prey of them all. 
 
   It is true of God's people that—'united, they stand; divided, they fall' 

 
 

 
    


