
Introduction to Titus Chapter 1

Set in Order What Remains: The Faith of God’s Elect, the Qualified Elder, and the 

Cretan Liars

 

The  letter  to  Titus  is  one  of  the  three  Pastoral  Epistles,  written  by  Paul  to  a  trusted  co-worker who has been left behind on the island of Crete with a specific and demanding assignment: to set in  order  what  remains  and  to  appoint  elders  in  every  town.  Crete  was  a  notoriously  difficult mission  field  —  the  Cretans  had  a  reputation  in  the  ancient  world  for  dishonesty  so  well established  that  the  verb  to  cretanize  meant  to  lie,  and  the  noun  Cretan  was  synonymous  with liar. Titus has been left in this environment to complete the organizational and pastoral work that the church there desperately needs, and chapter 1 is Paul’s foundational instruction for that work.

 

The chapter opens with one of the most theologically dense salutations in the Pauline corpus — a greeting  that  compresses  an  entire  theology  of  apostleship,  election,  eternal  purpose,  and proclamation into two sentences before Paul has even named his recipient. The apostleship is for the sake of the faith of God’s elect and their knowledge of the truth, in the hope of eternal life that God, who never lies, promised before the ages began. This opening is not incidental throat-clearing.  It  is  the  theological  foundation  on  which  everything  else  in  the  letter  —  the qualifications for elders, the rebuke of the false teachers, the instructions for sound doctrine  — will be built.

 

The chapter then moves to the practical heart of Titus’s assignment: the qualifications for elders, given in language that closely parallels but is not identical to the qualifications in 1 Timothy 3. The elder must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, with believing children who are not open to  debauchery or insubordination. And because an overseer is  God’s  steward, he must be blameless, not arrogant, not quick-tempered, not a drunkard, not violent, not greedy for gain, but hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it.

 

The chapter closes with one of the most blunt and most theologically interesting passages in the New Testament: Paul’s citation of the Cretan poet Epimenides — Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons — and his instruction that Titus rebuke them sharply, that they may become sound in the faith. The chapter ends with the indictment of those who profess to know God but deny him by their works, being detestable, disobedient, and unfit for any good work. The whole chapter  moves  from  the  theological  foundation  of  the  apostolic  mission  through  the  practical qualifications  for  godly  leadership  to  the  urgent  confrontation  of  the  corruption  that  godly leadership exists to address.

 

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

 

We come to Titus chapter 1 as people who need both the theological foundation and the practical instruction that this chapter provides. We need to understand, as Paul understood, that the work of the ministry is for the sake of the faith of Your elect and their knowledge of the truth that accords with godliness — not for the sake of institutional maintenance, not for the sake of personal advancement, not for the sake of any lesser purpose than the eternal life that You, who never lie, promised before the ages began.

 

Lord, give us leaders who meet the qualifications that this chapter sets out — leaders who are above reproach, self-controlled, upright, holy, disciplined, who hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught so that they can both encourage with sound doctrine and rebuke those who contradict it. And where we ourselves are called to leadership, conform us to this pattern. Let our households be in order. Let our character be blameless. Let our grip on the trustworthy word be firm enough to teach and firm enough to confront.

 

And give us the courage that Titus needed on Crete — the courage to name what needs naming, to rebuke sharply when sharp rebuke is what soundness in the faith requires, and to hold the line against those who profess to know You while denying You by their works. Let our profession and our works agree, so that we are not found among the detestable, disobedient, and unfit, but among the elect whose faith and whose knowledge of the truth this entire mission exists to serve.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Titus 1:1–4

The Apostolic Foundation: Election, Truth, and the Hope of Eternal Life Promised Before Time Began

 

(1) Paul, a servant of God, and an apostle of Jesus Christ, according to the faith of God’s elect,

and the acknowledging of the truth which is after godliness; (2) In hope of eternal life,

which God, that cannot lie, promised before the world began; (3) But hath in due times manifested his word through preaching, which is committed unto me

according to the commandment of God our Saviour;

(4) To Titus, mine own son after the common faith:

Grace, mercy, and peace, from God the Father

and the Lord Jesus Christ our Saviour.

The Context

The opening of Titus is the most theologically loaded greeting in the Pauline corpus relative to its  length.  Paul  identifies  himself  with  a  double  title  —  servant  of  God  and  apostle  of  Jesus Christ — and then specifies the purpose of his apostleship with a precision that exceeds anything in  his  other  letters:  according  to  the  faith  of  God’s  elect  and  their  knowledge  of  the  truth  that accords  with  godliness.  The  apostolic  ministry  is  not  self-justifying.  It  exists  for  a  purpose beyond  itself:  the  faith  of  the  elect  and  their  knowledge  of  the  truth.  And  that  knowledge  is qualified as the truth that accords with godliness — truth is not merely intellectual content to be affirmed but content that produces a particular kind of life. Sound doctrine and godly living are, from the opening sentence of this letter, inseparable.

 

The in hope of eternal life of verse 2 grounds the entire apostolic mission in the eschatological promise, and the promise is  given the most secure possible foundation:  which  God, who never lies,  promised  before  the  ages  began.  The  character  of  God  as  the  one  who  cannot  lie  is  the guarantee of the promise, and the promise itself predates creation — it was made before the ages began,  which  means  the  eternal  life  that  the  gospel  offers  is  not  a  divine  afterthought  or improvisation in response to human sin, but part of the eternal purpose of God established before time itself. This is one of the most explicit statements in the New Testament of the pre-temporal divine plan of salvation.

 

Verse 3 traces the movement from the eternal promise to its historical manifestation: but at the proper time manifested in his word through the preaching  with which I have been entrusted by the  command  of  God  our  Savior.  The  eternal  promise  has  broken  into  history  through proclamation, and Paul’s own apostolic commission is the specific historical instrument of that manifestation. The phrase God our Savior is striking — Paul will use this title for both the Father (here)  and  for  Christ  (verse  4,  and  again  later  in  the  letter)  without  apparent  concern  to distinguish  the  persons  sharply,  which  is  itself  a  quiet  but  significant  testimony  to  the  deity  of Christ embedded in the letter’s opening.

 

The greeting to Titus in verse 4 — my true child in a common faith — echoes the language Paul uses  for  Timothy  and  establishes  the  personal  relationship  that  grounds  the  authority  of everything  that  follows.  The  grace,  mercy,  and  peace  is  the  standard  Pauline  blessing,  but  its placement  after  such  a  dense  theological  introduction  means  it  arrives  as  the  practical outworking of everything just stated: the grace, mercy, and peace flow from the God who does not  lie  and  who  has  manifested  His  eternal  promise  in  the  gospel  that  Paul  preaches  and  that Titus has been commissioned to establish on Crete.

 

Plain American English

From Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ. My apostleship exists to build the faith  of  God’s  chosen  people  and  to  lead  them  into  the  knowledge  of  the  truth  that  produces godly living — a faith and knowledge resting on the hope of eternal life, which God, who never lies,  promised  before  time  itself  began.  And  now,  at  just  the  right  time,  he  has  revealed  his message through the preaching entrusted to me by the command of God our Savior. To Titus, my true  son  in  the  faith  we  share:  Grace  and  peace  from  God  the  Father  and  Christ  Jesus  our Savior.

 

Key Observations

“According to the faith of God’s elect, and the acknowledging of the truth which is after godliness”: This signifies The Apostleship Exists for a Purpose Beyond Itself — Not Self-Justifying Authority but Service to the Faith and Godly Knowledge of God’s Chosen People.

Paul  does  not  ground  his  apostolic  authority  in  itself.  He  immediately  states  the  purpose  for which the authority exists: the faith of God’s elect and their knowledge of the truth that accords with godliness. This is the model for every form of spiritual authority and leadership that the rest of  the  chapter  will  go  on  to  describe:  authority  is  never  self-justifying  in  the  New  Testament pattern.  It  exists  to  serve  the  faith  and  the  godly  knowledge  of  those  under  its  care.  The  elder qualifications  that  follow  later  in  the  chapter  are  not  arbitrary  requirements  but  flow  directly from this principle — leadership must be qualified because leadership exists to serve a purpose that unqualified leadership cannot accomplish.

“In hope of eternal life, which God, that cannot lie, promised before the world began”: This signifies The Eternal Life That Grounds the Gospel Is Not a Divine Improvisation but Part of the Eternal Purpose of God Established Before Creation, Guaranteed by the Unlying Character of the One Who Promised It.

The promised before the ages began is one of the most explicit statements in the New Testament of the pre-temporal divine plan, paralleling 2 Timothy 1:9’s grace given us in Christ Jesus before the ages began. The security of this promise rests entirely on the character of the One who made it:  God,  who  cannot  lie.  This  is  not  a  minor  theological  aside.  In  a  letter  addressed  to  a community surrounded  by proverbial  liars  (as the chapter’s closing verses will make  explicit), the  assertion  that  God  cannot  lie  is  a  deliberate  and  pointed  contrast.  The  Cretan  culture  of falsehood  is  set  against  the  God  whose  very  nature  makes  deception  impossible,  and  it  is  this unlying  God’s  ancient  promise  that  is  the  foundation  of  the  hope  Titus  is  commissioned  to proclaim.

“Hath in due times manifested his word through preaching, which is committed unto me according to the commandment of God our Saviour”: This signifies The Eternal Promise Breaks into History Through the Specific, Time-Bound Instrument of Apostolic Preaching — the Timeless Purpose of God Is Made Known Through the Temporal Act of Proclamation.

The  at  the  proper  time  of  verse  3  is  the  hinge  between  eternity  and  history:  the  promise  made before  the  ages  is  manifested  in  due  time  through  preaching.  This  is  the  pattern  of  all  biblical revelation  —  the  eternal  purpose  of  God  does  not  remain  abstract  or  hidden  but  breaks  into specific historical moments through specific historical instruments. Paul’s own apostleship is one such  instrument,  entrusted  to  him  by  the  command  of  God  our  Savior.  The  phrase  establishes that  Paul’s  ministry  is  not  self-appointed  but  commanded,  which  is  the  foundation  for  the authority he is about to exercise in commissioning Titus’s work on Crete and in establishing the qualifications for elders that the rest of the chapter will set out.

What This Means for Us Today

 

1.  Ground  Every  Exercise  of  Spiritual  Authority  in  Its  Purpose  Rather  Than  in  Itself: Paul’s  pattern  of  immediately  stating  the  purpose  of  his  apostleship  —  the  faith  and  godly knowledge of God’s elect — is the model for every form of ministry authority today. The pastor, the  teacher,  the  elder,  the  parent  exercising  spiritual  authority  over  children  should  be  able  to articulate  clearly  what  that  authority  exists  to  serve.  Authority  that  cannot  account  for  its purpose,  or  that  has  begun  to  treat  itself  as  the  purpose,  has  drifted  from  the  apostolic  pattern. Ask regularly: what is this position of influence actually for? If the honest answer is institutional maintenance  or  personal  standing  rather  than  the  faith  and  godly  knowledge  of  those  being served, the authority has lost its apostolic moorings.

2.  Rest  the  Hope  of  Eternal  Life  on  the  Unlying  Character  of  God  Rather  Than  on  the Fluctuating Confidence of Personal  Feeling: The security  of the eternal  life promised before the ages began rests entirely on God’s inability to lie, not on the strength of human faith or the consistency of human feeling. This is enormously practical pastoral theology: the believer whose assurance wavers should not be directed back to the quality of their own faith experience but to the character of the God who made the promise. The hope is secure because the Promiser cannot lie, not because the believer never doubts. This is the antidote to both presumption and despair — the ground of confidence is external to the believer’s fluctuating spiritual state. 3.  Recognize  That  Truth  and  Godliness  Are  Inseparable  in  the  Apostolic  Pattern,  and Resist  Any  Theology  That  Separates  Them: The  truth  which  is  after  godliness  establishes from  the  letter’s  first  sentence  that  sound  doctrine  and  godly  living  cannot  be  pulled  apart. Theology  that  does  not  produce  godliness  has  failed  at  the  level  of  its  purpose,  no  matter  how technically  correct  its  propositions.  And  godliness  that  is  not  grounded  in  truth  is  sentiment without substance. This  integrated vision is the standard against which both academic theology divorced from life and emotional spirituality divorced from doctrine should be measured.

 

How This Relates to Today

The  letter’s  opening  insistence  that  God  cannot  lie  speaks  with  particular  force  into  a  culture saturated with misinformation, spin, and the casual relationship to truth that characterizes much of contemporary public discourse — not unlike the proverbial Cretan dishonesty that the chapter will  later  name  directly.  The  church’s  confidence  that  it  stands  on  promises  made  by  a  God incapable  of  deception  is  one  of  its  most  countercultural  claims  in  an  age  of  algorithmic manipulation  and  institutional  distrust.  This  is  not  a  minor  doctrinal  point  but  the  foundation stone  on  which  the  entire  letter’s  instructions  about  sound  doctrine,  qualified  leadership,  and confronting false teachers will be built.

 

The  before  the  ages  began  grounding  of  eternal  life  also  speaks  to  a  contemporary  spirituality that  often  treats  salvation  as  a  response  to  a  felt  need  rather  than  the  unfolding  of  an  eternal purpose.  The  gospel  Paul  describes  here  is  not  primarily  a  solution  invented  to  address  the human  predicament  after  the  fact,  but  the  historical  manifestation  of  a  purpose  that  predates creation  itself.  This  reframes  evangelism,  discipleship,  and  the  whole  Christian  life  as participation in something far larger and more secure than any individual’s spiritual journey. Key Lesson: *The apostolic foundation of verses 1–4 establishes that ministry authority exists to serve  the  faith  and  godly  knowledge  of  God’s  elect,  that  the  hope  of  eternal  life  rests  on  the unlying character of the God who promised it before time began, and that this eternal promise has broken into history through the specific instrument of apostolic preaching — the theological bedrock on which every subsequent instruction in the letter, from the qualifications of elders to the rebuke of the Cretan liars, will be built.*

 

Titus 1:5–9

Set in Order What Remains: The Qualifications of the Elder Who Holds Firm to the Trustworthy Word

 

(5) For this cause left I thee in Crete,

that thou shouldest set in order the things that are wanting, and ordain elders in every city, as I had appointed thee:

(6) If any be blameless, the husband of one wife,

having faithful children not accused of riot or unruly.

(7) For a bishop must be blameless, as the steward of God; not selfwilled, not soon angry, not given to wine,

no striker, not given to filthy lucre;

(8) But a lover of hospitality, a lover of good men,

sober, just, holy, temperate;

(9) Holding fast the faithful word as he hath been taught,

that he may be able by sound doctrine

both to exhort and to convince the gainsayers.

 

The Context

Verse  5  states  Titus’s  commission  with  stark  practicality  after  the  theological  density  of  the opening:  set  in  order  what  remains  and  appoint  elders  in  every  town.  The  phrase  set  in  order what remains suggests a work already begun but incomplete — churches that exist but lack the structure and leadership they need to be stable and sound. The plurality of elders in every town reflects  the  consistent  New  Testament  pattern  of  plural,  local  eldership  rather  than  a  single authority  figure,  and  the  as  I  directed  you  confirms  that  Titus  is  implementing  Paul’s  prior instructions rather than improvising his own church order.

 

The  qualifications  that  follow  in  verses  6–9  closely  parallel  1  Timothy  3:1–7  but  are  not identical, and the differences are instructive. Titus’s list begins with the domestic qualifications — blameless, husband of one wife, with believing children who are not open to debauchery or insubordination — before moving to the character qualifications. The emphasis on the children specifically  being  faithful  (or  believing)  and  not  accused  of  debauchery  reflects  the  particular pastoral  concern  in  a  culture,  like  Crete’s,  where  moral  laxity  was  proverbial:  an  elder  whose own household exhibited the very disorder the culture was known for would have no credibility to confront it.

 

Verse 7 shifts to the term overseer (episkopos) used interchangeably with elder (presbyteros) in verse 5–6, confirming that these terms describe the same office viewed from different angles — elder  emphasizing  the  maturity  and  dignity  of  the  role,  overseer  emphasizing  its  function  of oversight. The qualification as God’s steward raises the stakes considerably: the overseer is not managing  his  own  household  or  his  own  reputation  but  administering  what  belongs  to  God, which is why the list of disqualifying traits is so pointed — not arrogant, not quick-tempered, not a drunkard, not violent, not greedy for gain. Each of these is a way that a steward could abuse or neglect what has been entrusted to him rather than to himself.

 

Verse  8–9  turns  to  the  positive  qualifications,  culminating  in  the  most  functionally  important one: holding firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. This is the qualification that connects directly  to  the  rest  of  the  chapter  and  indeed  the  rest  of  the  letter  —  the  elder’s  primary functional task is the double-edged ministry of the word: positive instruction for the faithful and refutation  for  those  who  oppose  sound  teaching.  Without  this  qualification,  all  the  character qualifications, however admirable, would not equip a man for the specific work of eldership that Crete’s situation required.

 

Plain American English

The reason I left you in Crete was so you could finish setting things in order and appoint elders in every town, just as I directed you. An elder must be blameless, faithful to his wife, and have children who believe and are not accused of wild living or rebellion. Since an overseer manages God’s  household,  he  must  be  blameless  —  not  arrogant,  not  quick-tempered,  not  a  heavy drinker, not violent, not greedy for money. Instead, he should be hospitable, love what is good, be self-controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others with sound teaching and refute those who oppose it.

 

Key Observations

“For this cause left I thee in Crete, that thou shouldest set in order the things that are wanting”: This signifies Titus’s Mission Is Specifically to Complete Unfinished Pastoral Work — Establishing the Pattern That Church Order and Qualified Leadership Are Not Optional Refinements but Necessary Completions of Gospel Work. The things that are wanting  indicates churches that  already  exist through evangelistic work but that  remain  structurally  and  pastorally  incomplete  without  ordained  leadership.  This  is  a significant ecclesiological principle: proclaiming the gospel and seeing converts is not the end of apostolic  responsibility  but  only  the  beginning  of  it.  The  work  is  not  finished  until  sound, qualified  leadership  is  in  place  to  sustain  and  protect  what  has  been  started.  Crete’s  churches without  elders  are,  in  Paul’s  framing,  unfinished  work  —  vulnerable  to  exactly  the  kind  of disorder and false teaching that the chapter’s closing verses will describe.

“Having faithful children not accused of riot or unruly”: This signifies The Domestic Qualification Reflects the Pastoral Principle That an Elder’s Household Is the Visible Demonstration of Whether He Can Actually Manage and Shepherd Others — Particularly Pointed in a Culture Known for Moral Disorder. The requirement that an elder’s children be believing and not open to the charge of debauchery or insubordination is  not an arbitrary domestic standard but  a direct  test  of the elder’s  capacity for the public office he seeks.  If a man cannot  establish order, faith, and godly character in the household over which he has the most direct and sustained influence, there is no reason to expect he can do so in the church. This logic becomes explicit in 1 Timothy 3:5 (if someone does not know  how  to  manage  his  own  household,  how  will  he  care  for  God’s  church),  and  it  carries particular  weight  in  Crete,  where  the  surrounding  culture’s  reputation  for  unruliness  makes  a disordered  Christian  household  indistinguishable  from  the  pagan  norm  it  should  be  contrasting with.

“For a bishop must be blameless, as the steward of God”: This signifies The Overseer Is Not the Owner but the Steward of What Belongs to God — a Reframing That Raises the Stakes of Every Disqualifying Vice and Grounds the Entire Office in Accountability Rather Than Authority.

Calling the overseer God’s steward fundamentally reframes the nature of the office. A steward manages property and resources that belong to someone else and for which he will give account. This is why the list of vices that follow — arrogance, quick temper, drunkenness, violence, greed for gain — are so serious: each represents a different way a steward might treat what belongs to God  as  though  it  belonged  to  himself,  using  the  position  for  personal  gratification,  personal vindication,  personal  comfort,  or  personal  profit  rather  than  for  the  care  of  what  has  been entrusted to him. The qualification list is not a character reference for promotion; it is a fitness test for trustworthy stewardship of something the steward does not own.

“Holding fast the faithful word as he hath been taught, that he may be able by sound doctrine both to exhort and to convince the gainsayers”: This signifies The Culminating Qualification Is Functional Rather Than Merely Characterological — the Elder Must Be Equipped for the Specific Double Task of Positive Instruction and Active Refutation. Every other qualification in  the list  describes  character; this final  one describes  competence  — specifically,  doctrinal  competence  sufficient  for  two  distinct  tasks:  exhortation  (positive instruction  and  encouragement  in  sound  doctrine)  and  refutation  (the  active,  reasoned confrontation of those who contradict it). This is the qualification most directly tied to the crisis the chapter is about to describe: a Crete full of empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the  circumcision  party,  requires  elders  who  are  not  merely  good  men  but  doctrinally  equipped men,  able  to  do  battle  with  error  as  well  as  build  up  the  faithful.  Character  without  doctrinal competence cannot meet Crete’s specific need; doctrinal competence without character cannot be trusted with God’s household. The office requires both.

What This Means for Us Today

1. Treat the Establishment of Qualified Leadership as Essential, Unfinished Gospel Work Rather  Than  an  Optional  Institutional  Add-On: Titus’s  commission  to  set  in  order  what remains  is  a  reminder  that  evangelism  without  the  subsequent  establishment  of  qualified, doctrinally equipped leadership leaves the work incomplete. Churches, ministries, and Christian organizations  that  prioritize  numerical  growth  or  initial  conversions  while  neglecting  the development of qualified leaders are leaving Titus-shaped work undone. The hard, patient work of identifying, training, and appointing qualified leaders is not a lesser task than evangelism  — in Paul’s framing here, it is the necessary completion of it. 2. Examine Domestic Order as a Genuine, Not Merely Symbolic, Qualification for Spiritual Leadership: The requirement regarding an elder’s household is not an outdated cultural artifact but a standing principle: the capacity to shepherd a church is tested first in the more intimate and demanding  arena  of  one’s  own  family.  Candidates  for  spiritual  leadership,  and  those  currently serving  in  it,  should  examine  their  households  honestly  rather  than  compartmentalizing  public ministry  competence  from  private  domestic  chaos.  A  leader  whose  household  contradicts  the gospel he preaches has a credibility problem that no amount of public skill can overcome. 3.  Hold  Together  Character  and  Doctrinal  Competence  as  Equally  Non-Negotiable Qualifications for Teaching Authority: The temptation in every generation is to prioritize one of  these  at  the  expense  of  the  other  —  celebrating  gifted  communicators  whose  character  is compromised,  or  installing  morally  upright  but  doctrinally  unequipped  leaders  who  cannot defend  the  faith  against  error.  Titus  1  refuses  this  trade-off.  The  elder  must  hold  fast  the trustworthy  word  as  taught  and  be  blameless.  Churches  selecting  and  training  leaders  today should resist any process that screens for one of these qualifications while neglecting the other.

 

How This Relates to Today

The steward framing of pastoral office is a needed corrective in a contemporary culture that often celebrates  ministry  leaders  as  personal  brands  or  independent  authorities  rather  than  as accountable managers of something that belongs to someone else. The steward language insists that every overseer will give an account, that the household being managed is not his,  and that the vices specifically named — arrogance, quick temper, greed for gain — are precisely the vices that  emerge  when  stewards  begin  to  treat  what  they  manage  as  their  own  possession.  This  has direct  application  to  contemporary  scandals  involving  financial  exploitation,  authoritarian leadership,  and  personality  cults  built  around  pastoral  figures  who  have  forgotten  they  are stewards rather than owners.

 

The qualification for doctrinal competence sufficient to refute opponents speaks pointedly into a contemporary pastoral culture that sometimes prizes relational warmth and communication skill above doctrinal substance and the willingness to confront error. Titus 1 will not allow a choice between  being  a  good  man  and  being  doctrinally  equipped  to  defend  sound  teaching;  both  are required  of  anyone  who  would  hold  the  office  of  elder,  and  churches  that  have  drifted  toward selecting  leaders  for  charisma  alone,  without  testing  their  grasp  of  and  commitment  to  sound doctrine, have departed from this apostolic standard.

Key  Lesson: *The  qualifications  of  verses  5–9  establish  that  the  office  of  elder  requires  both unimpeachable  character  —  demonstrated  first  in  the  order  of  one’s  own  household  —  and doctrinal competence sufficient to both teach soundly and refute error, because the elder is not an owner exercising personal authority but a steward of God’s household who will give account for how he has managed what was never his to begin with.*

 

Titus 1:10–16

The Cretan Liars and the Defiled Conscience: The Urgent Rebuke and the Profession That Denies Itself

 

(10) For there are many unruly and vain talkers and deceivers, specially they of the circumcision:

(11) Whose mouths must be stopped,

who subvert whole houses,

teaching things which they ought not, for filthy lucre’s sake. (12) One of themselves, even a prophet of their own, said, The Cretians are alway liars, evil beasts, slow bellies.

(13) This witness is true.

Wherefore rebuke them sharply,

that they may be sound in the faith;

(14) Not giving heed to Jewish fables,

and commandments of men,

that turn from the truth.

(15) Unto the pure all things are pure:

but unto them that are defiled and unbelieving

is nothing pure;

but even their mind and conscience is defiled.

(16) They profess that they know God;

but in works they deny him,

being abominable, and disobedient,

and unto every reprobate work reprobate.

 

The Context

Verse 10 names the urgent crisis behind the entire chapter: many people, especially those of the circumcision  party  (Jewish  Christians  insisting  on  continued  adherence  to  Jewish  law  and practice),  are  insubordinate,  empty  talkers,  and  deceivers.  This  is  the  immediate  reason  Titus needs  qualified  elders  capable  of  refutation  —  the  false  teachers  are  not  a  hypothetical  future threat but a present, active problem subverting whole households. The phrase for shameful gain identifies  their  motive  as  financial:  this  is  not  principled  theological  disagreement  but exploitation dressed in religious language.

 

Verse 12–13 contains the famous and startling citation: Paul quotes the Cretan poet Epimenides (a sixth-century BC figure regarded by some ancient sources as a prophet), who said Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons — and Paul adds, this testimony is true. This is one of the few  places  in  Scripture  where  an  apostle  approvingly  cites  a  pagan  poet’s  blunt  cultural generalization  and  affirms  its  accuracy.  The  point  is  not  ethnic  prejudice  but  pastoral  realism: Titus  is  ministering  in  a  specific  cultural  context  with  well-documented  vices,  and  pretending otherwise would be useless. The instruction that follows — rebuke them sharply — is calibrated to  the  actual  severity  of  the  situation  rather  than  to  an  idealized  picture  of  how  confrontation should always proceed.

 

Verse 14 specifies the content of the error: Jewish myths and the commands of people who turn away from the truth. This connects to the circumcision party of verse 10 and to similar warnings in  1  Timothy  about  myths  and  genealogies.  Verse  15  then  states  a  principle  with  broad application: to the pure, all things are pure, but to the defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure; but both their minds and their consciences are defiled. This appears to address a strand of false teaching imposing ritual purity restrictions, and Paul’s response relocates the question of purity from  external  regulations  to  the  internal  condition  of  the  mind  and  conscience  —  a  defiled conscience  corrupts  the  perception  of  everything,  regardless  of  how  scrupulously  external regulations are followed.

 

The chapter closes with one of the most direct indictments in the Pastoral Epistles: they profess to know God, but they deny him by their works. They are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work. This is the final and most damning diagnostic: profession of faith that is contradicted by conduct  is  not  a minor inconsistency but  an  active denial. The  chapter that opened with  the theology  of  God’s  unlying  character  and  the  truth  that  accords  with  godliness  closes  with  the indictment of those whose godliness has been entirely severed from their professed truth  — the precise opposite of what the apostolic mission exists to produce.

 

Plain American English

For there are many rebellious people, full of empty talk and deception, especially those insisting on  circumcision.  They  must  be  silenced,  because  they  are  upending  whole  households  by teaching  things  they  shouldn’t  for  the  sake  of  dishonest  profit.  One  of  their  own  prophets  has said,  “Cretans  are  always  liars,  evil  beasts,  lazy  gluttons.”  This  statement  is  true!  So  rebuke them  sharply,  so  that  they  will  be  sound  in  the  faith  and  will  stop  paying  attention  to  Jewish myths and the commands of people who reject the truth. To the pure, everything is pure, but to those  who  are  corrupted  and  unbelieving,  nothing  is  pure  —  in  fact,  both  their  minds  and consciences  are  corrupted.  They  claim  to  know  God,  but  their  actions  deny  it.  They  are detestable, disobedient, and worthless for doing anything good.

Key Observations

“Whose mouths must be stopped, who subvert whole houses, teaching things which they ought not, for filthy lucre’s sake”: This signifies The False Teachers Are Diagnosed Not Primarily as Sincere but Mistaken but as Knowingly Exploitative — Their Motive Is Identified as Financial Gain Disguised as Religious Teaching. Paul  does  not  extend  the  charitable  assumption  of  sincere  error  to  these  teachers.  He  identifies their  motive  directly:  filthy  lucre,  shameful  gain.  This  is  teaching  deployed  as  a  means  of financial  exploitation,  and  it  is  devastatingly  effective  precisely  because  it  subverts  whole households — entire families destabilized by teaching that serves the teacher’s profit rather than the household’s good. The instruction to stop their mouths is correspondingly direct: this is not a situation  calling  for  patient  dialogue  but  for  decisive  silencing,  because  the  teaching  itself  is functioning as a tool of harm rather than a sincere if flawed attempt at truth.

“One of themselves, even a prophet of their own, said, The Cretians are alway liars, evil beasts, slow bellies. This witness is true”: This signifies Paul’s Approving Citation of a Pagan Poet’s Blunt Cultural Critique Establishes That Pastoral Realism About a Culture’s Actual Vices Is Sometimes More Useful Than Polite Avoidance of Uncomfortable Generalizations.

This  is  a  striking  moment  in  Scripture:  an  apostle  citing  a  non-believing  poet’s  harsh generalization about an entire culture and affirming, this testimony is true. Paul is not engaging in ethnic prejudice for its own sake but using an authoritative cultural voice (a prophet of their own)  to  establish  a  shared  diagnostic  baseline  that  Titus  and  the  Cretan  believers  themselves would  recognize  as  accurate.  The  pastoral  point  is  that  effective  ministry  requires  honest assessment of the actual cultural  conditions  being  addressed, not  an idealized or diplomatically softened  picture.  Crete’s  documented  reputation  for  dishonesty,  violence,  and  laziness  is precisely  the  soil  in  which  the  false  teachers’  deception  and  exploitation  have  taken  root,  and confronting it requires naming it accurately.

“Wherefore rebuke them sharply, that they may be sound in the faith”: This signifies The Sharp Rebuke Is Not an End in Itself but Has a Restorative Goal — the Severity of the Confrontation Is Calibrated to Produce Soundness, Not Merely to Punish or Humiliate. The instruction to rebuke sharply could be misread as simple harshness, but the purpose clause that follows it — that they may be sound in the faith — reveals the pastoral intention behind the severity. This is corrective, not punitive, rebuke. The sharpness is calibrated to the actual danger of  the  situation  (households  being  subverted,  deception  spreading,  the  testimony  of  the  church being  undermined  by  visible  hypocrisy)  and  aimed  at  restoration:  soundness,  not  destruction. This models a form of confrontation that contemporary pastoral practice often shies away from — not because sharpness is always wrong, but because it requires the same restorative goal Paul specifies here, rather than mere venting of frustration or assertion of authority.

“They profess that they know God; but in works they deny him, being abominable, and disobedient, and unto every good work reprobate”: This signifies The Final Indictment Identifies the Precise Opposite of the Chapter’s Opening Vision — Profession Severed from Works Is Not Imperfect Faith but Active Denial, the Antithesis of Truth That Accords with Godliness.

The chapter opened by defining the apostolic mission as service to the faith of God’s elect and the  knowledge  of  the  truth  that  accords  with  godliness  —  truth  and  godliness  held  inseparably together.  The  chapter  closes  by  describing  people  in  whom  truth  and  godliness  have  been entirely severed: they profess to know God but deny him by their works. This is not described as weak or inconsistent faith but as active denial and unfitness for any good work. The diagnostic is severe  because  the  stakes  are  severe:  a  profession  of  knowing  God  that  produces  no corresponding godliness is not a lesser version of true faith but its functional opposite, however orthodox the verbal profession may sound.

 

What This Means for Us Today

1.  Discern  the  Difference  Between  Sincere  Theological  Disagreement  and  Teaching Deployed  for  Personal  Gain,  and  Respond  to  Each  Appropriately: Not  every  doctrinal dispute calls for the sharp rebuke Paul instructs here; this passage addresses teachers motivated by  shameful  gain  who  are  actively  subverting  households.  Contemporary  churches  navigating false  teaching  should  ask  the  diagnostic  question  Paul  asks:  is  this  sincere  error  that  calls  for patient  correction,  or  is  this  exploitation  dressed  in  religious  language  that  calls  for  decisive confrontation  and,  if  necessary,  the  stopping  of  mouths?  Misapplying  gentle  correction  to predatory  teaching,  or  harsh  rebuke  to  honest  theological  difference,  both  fail  the  pastoral wisdom this passage models.

2.  Assess  Cultural  and  Institutional  Contexts  Honestly  Rather  Than  with  Diplomatic Softening,  Because  Effective  Ministry  Requires  Accurate  Diagnosis: Paul’s  willingness  to cite and affirm a blunt cultural critique of Crete is a model for honest pastoral assessment rather than  the  conflict-avoidant  diplomacy  that  often  characterizes  contemporary  institutional  life. Churches and Christian leaders ministering into specific cultural or organizational contexts — a workplace with a particular reputation, a community with documented patterns of dysfunction — are  better  served  by  Paul’s  blunt  realism  than  by  pretending  the  documented  patterns  do  not exist. Naming the actual condition accurately is the precondition for ministering to it effectively. 3.  Examine  Whether  Profession  and  Works  Agree  in  Your  Own  Life,  Treating  Any  Gap Between  Them  as  a  Serious  Matter  Rather  Than  a  Minor  Inconsistency: The  chapter’s closing  indictment  —  they  profess  to  know  God  but  deny  him  by  their  works  —  is  a  standing diagnostic  question  for  every  believer,  not  only  for  the  false  teachers  in  view.  Regular  self-examination should include this specific question: does my conduct affirm or deny what I profess to  believe  about  God?  The  passage  refuses  to  treat  this  gap  as  a  minor  or  forgivable inconsistency;  it  identifies  it  as  active  denial.  This  should  produce  neither  despair  nor complacency but the kind of honest self-assessment that drives a believer back toward the truth that accords with godliness named in the chapter’s opening verse.

 

How This Relates to Today

The identification of teaching motivated by shameful gain speaks with obvious relevance to the contemporary landscape of prosperity preaching, manipulative fundraising, and religious content monetized in ways that prioritize the teacher’s profit over the hearer’s good. Paul’s instruction to stop their mouths — rather than simply outcompeting them with better content — suggests that churches bear responsibility for active confrontation of exploitative teaching, not merely passive provision  of  an  alternative.  This  requires  the  doctrinal  competence  named  in  verse  9  and  the courage modeled in verse 13.

 

The closing diagnostic of professed faith denied by works is a sobering mirror for any religious culture,  including  contemporary  Western  Christianity,  in  which  public  profession  of  belief  is sometimes treated as the primary or even sole marker of authentic faith, with comparatively little scrutiny  of  whether  conduct  corresponds  to  profession.  Titus  1  refuses  this  separation.  A  faith that is  true to the  apostolic pattern outlined in  this  chapter’s opening verses  is,  by definition, a faith  that  produces  the  godliness  that  accords  with  truth  —  and  any  profession  that  does  not produce this is, in Paul’s blunt assessment, a form of denial rather than a form of faith. Key Lesson: *The chapter closes with the urgent diagnosis that necessitates everything Paul has instructed: Crete is full of insubordinate, exploitative teachers subverting households for profit, operating  in  a  culture  honestly  recognized  for  its  own  documented  vices,  and  the  solution  is sharp  rebuke  aimed  not  at  punishment  but  at  restoring  soundness  in  the  faith  —  because  the alternative, displayed in those who profess to know God while denying him by their works, is the precise  antithesis  of  the  truth  that  accords  with  godliness  that  the  apostolic  mission  exists  to produce.*

[image: ]

 

Closing Prayer

 

Heavenly Father, We close Titus chapter 1 having received both the theological foundation and the practical urgency of Paul’s instruction to Titus. We have heard that the entire apostolic mission exists for the faith of Your elect and their knowledge of the truth that accords with godliness, grounded in the hope of eternal life that You, who cannot lie, promised before the ages began. Let that foundation hold firm in us. Let our confidence rest not on the fluctuations of our own feeling but on Your unlying character and Your eternal purpose.

 

Lord, raise up in us, and among us, leaders who meet the standard this chapter sets: blameless, with households in order, not arrogant or quick-tempered, not given to drunkenness or violence or greed, but hospitable, self-controlled, upright, holy, disciplined, and holding fast to the trustworthy word with enough doctrinal strength to both teach and refute. Where we are called to such leadership ourselves, conform us to this pattern, and give us the courage to confront error sharply when soundness in the faith requires it.

 

And examine us, Lord, by the chapter’s closing diagnostic. We do not want to be among those who profess to know You while denying You by our works. Let our profession and our conduct agree. Let our minds and our consciences be pure rather than defiled, so that we may be fit, not unfit, for every good work — the very thing this entire letter and this entire apostolic mission exists to produce in us.

 

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

 

Soli Deo Gloria

Glory to God Alone
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