AVOID FALSE BRETHREN
Romans 16:17‑20
Not everyone professing to be a Christian brother deserves to be recognized as a Christian brother. Some are false brethren. They are actually wolves in sheeps clothing. As such they constitute a real danger to God's purpose for His church.

Recognition of this danger prompted Paul to add this personal word of admonition to the epilogue of this epistle. He was fearful that some would mis‑apply his exhortation to greet the brethren with a holy kiss. Some might interpret this to mean that full Christian greeting is to be extended to everyone who comes professing to be a Christian brother. Since some are false brethren, such an application could be damaging. They are dangerous.

Instead of greeting false brethren with a warm handshake, we should "mark them". This means that we should keep our eyes open and watch for any false brethren, especially if they come as spiritual teachers and advisors. Once we are able to spot such a false teacher, he should be avoided. It is interesting that the apostle does not encourage debate or argument with them but avoidance. The word has the idea of steering clear of them, skirting them as wide as possible. In our day of religious tolerance, which is characterized by a reluctance to call anything "false teaching", this word of the Apostle may seem rather harsh. But when you consider the things said about these false brethren in the passage, you will understand the admonition to spot them and avoid them. No other response will be adequate. They do constitute a real and ever present danger to our Christian life and ministry.

THEIR ORIGIN IS DEVILISH
Unless you understand the source of these false brethren, you may not understand the seriousness with which Paul writes. He sees each false teacher as being a part of a Satanic plot to thwart the purpose of God through His church. This is the reason he closes this great passage with the wonderful assurance, "And the God of peace shall bruise Satan under your feet shortly." The connection to the context is that the false teachers will be defeated in their purpose because God has assured His people of the crushing of Satan. Paul sees Satan as being the master‑mind behind the whole phenomena.

This echoes what Jesus taught. In the parable of the tares, Jesus points to the Devil as being the sower of these false brethren in the world. To the credit of the Devil, we must admit that this particular 0ratagem has been very effective. The most serious thing the church has ever had to deal with has been those who falsely professed to be a part of the church. In the early days it was the Judaizers who claimed to be Christians, but cut the heart out of the Gospel. Then in the Greek speaking world came the Gnostics who changed the status of the Lord Jesus. On and on the record reads. The Adversary is ever seeking to infiltrate the church with those who profess to be Christian, but who come with a doctrine that is contrary to the doctrine of Christ. Since they come from Satan, we should seek to spot them, and then we should avoid them. No Christian wants to be party to that which is of Satan.

THE DOCTRINE IS DESTRUCTIVE
These false brethren were teachers. They came with a doctrine which was contrary to the pure doctrine given to the believers when they became Christians. The Roman church had been founded by men sound in doctrine. Whatever men may choose to say about Baptists in general, they will have to admit that we have been the recipients of sound Biblical teachings. Our teachers have been men who believed the Bible, and who sought to live by the truth of the Bible, and so taught us. We should beware of any false brethren who would come in with destructive doctrine.

Their doctrine is destructive to the fellowship of the church. "Mark them which cause divisions." This word refers to them being divided up into ecclesiastical parties, causing people to stand apart from each other. It has always been this way. Sound doctrine will build the fellowship of the church around the Person of the Lord Jesus Christ, while false teachings will divide the fellowship of the church. You and I need to be careful of any doctrine that results in the splintering of the fellowship of the church. Sometimes these false brethren may even abuse a good teaching in such a way as to cause division within the fellowship of the church. In my judgment, some of the new movements are of this nature. With a mis‑placed emphasis on the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, some have divided the fellowship of the church. When this happens, they have been the tools of the Devil.

Their doctrine will also destroy the influence of the church. "Offences" are stumbling blocks. Wrong doctrine always leads to wrong living. Wrong living will kill the influence of the church in the world, and will cause men to scorn the Gospel of Christ. These doctrines will usually move to one of two extremes. One form of such false teachings will encourage the indulgence of the flesh, and will thus lead to shameful deeds of sin. Such always destroys the influence of the church. The other will encourage the kind of life style expressed by the Pharisees, a self‑righteous, proud attitude. This, too, becomes offensive to the world.
But sound doctrine will lead to beautiful living when it is applied to life. This punches holes in the attitude that says "It does not matter what you believe as long as you live right". But the only way you can live right is to believe right. Right doctrine has an important impact upon ones morality.

THEIR WORK IS DECEPTIVE
Unfortunately the Devil does not always come waving a banner declaring, "I am the Devil, the chief adversary of God." Instead he is more likely to come carrying a banner that declares, "I am God." From the beginning the Devil has been a deceiver.

The false brethren sent by the devil are just like the devil‑‑‑deceivers! They will he deceptive about their motives. Usually they will come declaring themselves to be the servants of the Lord Jesus Christ. "For they that are such serve not our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly." This is just a blunt way of indicating that their interests are selfish. They are motivated by their own selfish desires. They are in it for what they can get out of it. This charge is consistently lodged against false teachers and false brethren in the Scriptures. They are not seen as just innocent, sincere, but deceived men.  They are seen as selfish, greedy men who make merchandise out of the souls of men. They are extremely interested in the profit margin.

A study of the personal lives of the false teachers who have appeared on the scene in our day will reveal that this has not changed. They are still interested in their bellies. They have a way of acquiring big house, big cars, and big bank accounts. While saying "Lord, Lord". they actually serve themselves.

Their methods are also deceptive. "And by good words and fair speeches deceive the hearts of the simple." Most false teachers are effective and moving speakers. By the use of words they are able to capture the attention of the people. By use of their forceful personality, they lead people astray. We should always be more concerned about what a man is saying than just how he is saying it.

At this point these false brethren are at an advantage. By nature Christians are inclined to render obedience to teachers who come in the name of the Lord. This was true of the Roman Christians. "For your obedience is come abroad unto all men. I am glad therefore on your behalf." While commending their obedience to the faith, Paul is also pointing toward a danger. Their very inclination to trust and follow their spiritual leaders makes them vulnerable to these false brethren who come with deceptive methods. Evidently these false teachers were advocating that the Christians would never know the truth about their teachings unless they tried them. For this reason Paul warns, "But yet I would have wise unto that which is good, and simple concerning evil." This statement embodies a great principle all of us should follow. Knowing evil first hand is never a spiritual advantage. The spiritual advantage comes when you are wise concerning the good, that which is approved of God. Experimentation in false doctrine and false religion will never make you a better Christian. God wills for you to stay unmixed concerning the evil.

We must be careful! These false brethren are very deceptive. They are wolves in sheeps clothing’s, disciples of the devil in the guise of the servants of the Lord. They come as angels of light when they really represent darkness.

THEIR END IS DOOM
"And the God of peace shall bruise Satan under your feet shortly. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. Amen." This great promise closes the warning and admonition. It promises the doom of Satan and all who follow him. His purpose will be defeated and destroyed. Instead of accomplishing his purpose of destroying the work of God, it is his work that shall be crushed.

Evidently the primary fulfillment of this promise will be at the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. If so, then the word "shortly" must be understood as "quickly". Indeed, this is the way the term is normally used in the Bible. Both Peter and Jude warn that the coming of Christ is going to mean judgment upon false brethren who are seeking to destroy the work of God. Even Jesus encouraged his brethren not to spend all of their time trying to weed out the tares for the Lord Himself will make this separation when He comes with His angels.

While the presence and effectiveness of false teachers can become a matter of deep concern and even frustration to those who seek to teach and live his truth, we should not despair. The purpose of our Lord will prevail. He will yet smash the head of the enemy. Instead, we should just be careful to spot the false brethren, and then avoid them. We should leave their Judgment up to the Lord.

As our Lord delays His coming, we can expect the multiplication of false teachers. In hard and difficult times they always seem to multiply with their easy answers. The word for us is to keep our eyes open and to avoid anyone who is found to be a false brother and false teacher.

