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Titus 1:5-16 
 
Let’s keep our Bibles open right there at Titus, Chapter 1. Today we are continuing our 5-week 
series called “Good Works,” walking through this letter from Paul to Titus. In a church like ours, 
it’s very common to hear people talking about what good works cannot do. That’s because we 
believe we are saved by God’s grace alone, not by any good works or exertion of effort on our 
part. We treasure that truth, and we proclaim it gladly. However, there is more to say about 
good works than what good works cannot do. There are good purposes for good works in the 
Christian life. And we see this emphasis again and again in Titus.  
 
For example… 

• In Titus 2:7 we read how leaders in the church are called to be models of good works.  

• In Titus 2:14 we read how the entire church should be zealous for good works. 

• In Titus 3:8 we read how believers should be devoted to good works. 
 
The book of Titus has many good things to say about good works. Last week we saw that as 
believers in Jesus, we are servants of God and this identity shapes our purpose. As his 
servants, we are called to grow in faith, in knowledge of the truth (good doctrine!), in godliness 
(good works!), and in hope. So, good works are not the only thing we do. But they are an 
integral part of our Christian lives. Jesus calls us to believe all that he says and obey all that he 
commands. In the weeks to come, we’ll see that there are good works for us to do in our homes, 
in our workplaces, and all around our world. 
 
But this morning’s passage focuses on the importance of good works within the church. As 
followers of Jesus, we are called to serve his people. Some of us do that from positions of 
leadership and our passage has plenty to say about that. But we all have a part in building up 
the body of Christ. And I want you to see that what this passage says about church leaders is 
full of application for any church member who wants to serve the church well. We’ll frame our 
time this morning under these three headings: The Goal, The Threat, and The Need. 
 
1. The Goal 
 
Look at verse 5. Paul says to Titus, This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what 
remained into order, and appoint elders in every town as I directed you. Paul is giving Titus a 
clear goal. At some point after all the history we read in the book of Acts, Paul traveled with 
Titus to Crete, an island located in the Mediterranean Sea south of Greece. Paul and Titus were 
partners in ministry with a very close relationship. So close that Paul actually talks about himself 
as if he were Titus’s father. Back in verse 4 Paul refers to Titus as my true child in a common 
faith. Now, Titus was not Paul’s biological child. But it is likely that Paul is the one who led Titus 
to faith. And it is certain that Paul helped Titus grow in his faith. And in doing so, Paul became 
like Titus’s father in the faith.  
 
So, here’s an encouragement if you long to be a parent, but you don’t have children. Here’s an 
encouragement if you do have children, but your relationship with them has been strained or 
even severed for some reason. You can still be a mother or a father. You can form a kind of 
relationship, and you can foster a kind of relationship that will allow you to call someone else my 
true child. 
 
As you evangelize and lead people to faith, as you encourage and guide people toward greater 
maturity in their faith, you are like a parent in the faith nurturing spiritual life in others. That is a 
profound privilege and a very meaningful responsibility. Many of you know it well, and all of us 
can know it as we serve younger or newer believers. That’s a good work! That’s a good way to 
serve the church! 



 
 
Paul and Titus were like father and son serving Christ together. And their ministry brought them 
to the Island of Crete. While in Crete, they proclaimed the Good News about Jesus and they 
establish local churches. But for some reason, Paul had to leave Crete before that work was 
done. He left Titus on the island for this purpose: to put what remained in order. When Paul left, 
there was unfinished business. There were believers in Crete. There were even churches in 
Crete. But there were not yet leaders appointed to serve these churches in Crete. 
 
Look at verse 5 again. Paul says, This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what 
remained into order, and appoint elders in every town as I directed you. These new churches in 
Crete had people but they didn’t have pastors. In the New Testament, the words “elder” and 
“overseer” are used interchangeably to describe the spiritual leaders, the shepherds of the 
church. And as far as Paul was concerned, as long as the churches in Crete lacked this kind of 
leadership, they were not yet fully established. And this left them vulnerable to a serious threat.  
 
Let’s see that next. 
 
2. The Threat 
 
Look at verse 10. Paul writes: For there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and 
deceivers… On the island of Crete, there are many insubordinate people. People who have 
rejected Paul’s authority as an apostle of Jesus. Which is no different than rejecting the 
authority of Jesus himself. These people are empty talkers. They speak, but they have nothing 
profitable to say. Worse than that, what they say does great harm. Because they are deceivers, 
leading people away from the truth. 
 
Paul is referring to a group of false teachers engaging these young congregations in Crete and 
endangering their faith. And in the next few verses, Paul gives us a more complete picture of 
these false teachers. It’s a picture to which we need to pay attention because this threat was not 
unique to the island of Crete in the 1st century. Teachers like this are around today. They claim 
to speak the truth about Christ but look closely, and you will see that they are counterfeits. 
 
Let me give you four characteristics of these teachers from this passage. And I want us to hear 
this as a warning not only so that we can identify false teachers, but so that we can identify 
these same characteristics if they show up in your life. We want to serve the church well. Let’s 
be on guard for any of this. 
 
First, these false teachers are… 
 

a. Motivated by greed 
 
Look at verse 11. Paul writes, They must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole 
families by teaching for shameful gain what they ought not to teach. These teachers 
don’t actually care about the people in the churches around Crete. They only care about 
themselves. They are teaching for shameful gain. They want to gain a following. They 
want celebrity and applause and all that comes with fame, including fortune.  
 
It was common in the first century for various religious teachers to receive 
compensation. And there was nothing wrong with that in principle. In fact, paying 
teachers is biblical. We see this very clearly in 1 Corinthians 9. In that chapter, Paul asks 
the church in Corinth, If we have sown spiritual things among you, is it too much if we 
reap material things from you? He goes on to say, Those who proclaim the gospel 
should get their living by the gospel. So, it’s not wrong for a teacher to receive 
compensation. What’s wrong is for a teacher to greedily desire to become rich from that 
compensation. That is a grave error. 



 
 
For we read in 1 Timothy 6:9-10, Those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a 
snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and 
destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through this craving 
that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs. 
 
These teachers on Crete love money. They are motivated by greed and they taught for 
shameful gain. Watch out for teachers like this. As we seek to serve the church, let’s 
watch out for our own misplaced motivations. Let’s be willing to ask ourselves, “Why am 
I doing this?” And if we see that our motives are misplaced, if greed or pride or some 
other selfish aim is prominent in our hearts, then let’s ask the Lord to purify our hearts so 
that we might serve him well. 
 
Second, these false teachers are… 
 
b. Shaped by the evils of their culture 
 
When we read verses 12-13, it doesn’t sound like Paul at his most gracious. He writes, 
One of the Cretans, a prophet of their own, said, “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, 
lazy gluttons.” And then he says, This testimony is true. Ouch. What’s going on here? Is 
this a slip of Paul’s tongue? Is this like a Tweet he fired off too fast and would like to 
delete later? Is he revealing some awful prejudice against all the inhabitants of this 
island? 
 
Well, first off, it’s worth noting that Paul is quoting one of Crete’s own prophets! The 
quote comes from the philosopher Epimenides who lived in Crete a few centuries before 
Paul wrote this letter. And while Epimenides is using some hyperbole, while he is 
exaggerating to emphasize his point, he is accurately describing the cultural climate on 
this island. Crete was widely known for its immorality in the ancient world. The ancient 
historian Polybius wrote that it was “almost impossible to find … personal conduct more 
treacherous or public policy more unjust than in Crete.”  He also wrote, “The Cretans… 
owing to their ingrained lust of wealth are involved in constant broils both public and 
private, and in murders and civil wars.” 
 
So, they weren’t all liars, or evil beasts, or lazy gluttons. But a lot of them were. And Paul 
is saying these false teachers are “Exhibit A”. They are liars and their teaching is 
deceptive. They are evil beasts disrupting whole households. They are lazy gluttons, 
motivated by greed and selfish gain.  
 
We are all products of our culture to some degree. It’s impossible for our environment 
not to affect us, not to shape who we are. And there are good aspects of every culture, 
elements of common grace worth embracing and celebrating. But every culture also has 
its besetting sins. And we need to identify them so that we can resist them. But these 
false teachers have embraced them and embodied them. They are shaped by the evils 
of their culture. They are also… 
 
c. Devoted to man-made religion 
 
In verse 14 we read that these teachers are devoting themselves to Jewish myths and 
the commands of people who turn away from the truth. They are devoting themselves to 
“Jewish myths.” Paul is likely referring to stories from outside of the Bible, narratives 
known and passed along as a part of the Jewish tradition. And there’s nothing inherently 
wrong with tradition. But the false teachers were devoted to this tradition. For them, 
these stories from outside the Bible carried the same authority as the Bible. They were 
adding to the narratives. 



 
 
They were also adding to the laws, devoting themselves to “commands of people.” 
These are not God-given commands. These are man-made commands. 1 Timothy 4 
mentions teachers who forbid marriage and require abstinence from certain foods. They 
added to God’s law. And in doing so they added unnecessary burdens to God’s people. 
 
Church, beware of anyone who adds anything to the Bible and claims that those 
additions carry the same authority as the Bible. That’s the basis of every cult and every 
false teaching. It’s also the basis for some unnecessary challenges within the church. 
Churches can divide over arguments about certain traditions. Christians can burden one 
another when we turn preferences into commands. Let’s watch out for this. Let’s stick 
with the Bible so that we can serve each other well.  
 
These false teachers are motivated by greed, shaped by the evils of their culture, 
devoted to man-made religion, and they are… 
 
d. Hypocrites 
 
Look at verse 16: They profess to know God, but they deny him by their works. They are 
detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work. This is the definition of hypocrisy: 
declaring that you believe one thing but demonstrating something entirely different in 
your life. These teachers were going around Crete declaring that they knew God! But 
their way of living was detestable. Their actions were full of disobedience. They were not 
doing anything good. This kind of hypocrisy is ugly.  
 
And perhaps you’ve experienced this sort of thing up close. There was a leader you 
trusted, there was a teacher you listened to; until you saw the hypocrisy. Perhaps that 
really upset you. You’re not alone. Paul tells Titus in verse 11 that these teachers were 
upsetting whole households. But, here’s what you need to know. While someone who 
professed to know God has let you down, God himself never will. So please, don’t run 
away from Jesus because one of his servants failed. Run to Jesus. There is no 
hypocrisy in him. 
 
And brothers and sisters, as we seek to serve Christ, let’s remember that our actions 
matter. It’s possible to profess to know him but to deny him by our works. And so by his 
grace and in his strength let’s pursue authentic lives of faithfulness, which is what I want 
us to see next. Given this threat, Paul tells Titus what the church in Crete needs and 
what the church always needs: faithful stewards. 
 

3. The Need 
 
Notice that word “steward” in verse 7. Paul says, an overseer, as God’s steward, must be above 
reproach… He’s talking specifically about elders here, but this idea of stewardship is helpful for 
each of us as we think about the various ways in which we are all called to serve the church. 
 
We can all think of ourselves as God’s stewards. A steward is someone entrusted with the care 
and oversight of something that belongs to someone else. Now, I don’t know if I’m the only one, 
but when I hear the word steward, I think about The Lord of the Rings. In the Return of the King, 
there is a character named Denethor, the steward of the kingdom of Gondor. Denethor governs 
the people and commands the armies. He has significant responsibility in the kingdom. But he is 
not the ultimate authority in the kingdom. He is not the king. So, he must always be ready to 
step aside and let the king govern. And he must always be willing to submit to any order or 
direction from the king. But in the story, Denethor grew proud, he refused to recognize the 
authority of the king, and it ruined him. Titus 1:7 says a steward must not be arrogant or quick-
tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for gain… That was Denethor.  



 
 
As we serve in Christ’s kingdom, especially as we step into any position of leadership within the 
church, we must remember who’s in charge. No pastor or elder, no ministry leader, no 
congregation is the ultimate authority over any church. The church belongs to King Jesus! But in 
his generosity and in his kindness, he allows us to serve as his stewards! He gives us oversight 
over a section of his kingdom. What a privilege! What a responsibility! 
 
I think about this church. For nearly 70 years now God has entrusted us with ministry here in 
Arlington Heights. It’s a sacred trust. I feel that. I hope you do too. We are called to be a beacon 
of light in the darkness of this world, to proclaim the Lordship of Jesus, to announce the 
salvation of sinners by grace through faith, to spur one another on toward love and godliness. 
We are called to do this, every one of us. We have different roles and responsibilities, but we 
are all stewards of this sacred trust. And when our King returns, we want to be found faithful. 
So, what does that look like? Let me give you two answers to that question that come right out 
of our text. 
 
First, he calls us to pursue… 
 

a. Faithful character 
 
Look at verse 8. It says, God’s steward… [must be] hospitable, a lover of good, self-
controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. Here is the character required to serve well 
within Christ’s Kingdom. We are called to be hospitable. So, we refuse to close off our 
lives in comfortable cliques. We resist all prejudice. We welcome everyone into our 
community of faith. We are called to be lovers of good. So, we refuse to focus on the 
worst in others. Instead, we work hard to notice the best. And we encourage each other, 
spurring one another on toward greater growth. 
 
We are called to be self-controlled. So, we refuse to drift along wherever the current of 
our hearts or our world might lead us. We wage war against our sin. We battle 
temptation. We are called to be upright, righteous, just. We are called to be holy, distinct, 
set apart for God’s glory and God’s good purposes in this world. We are called to be 
disciplined, intentional, focused. 
 
In other words, we are called to be like the King we serve, we are called to be like Jesus.  
There is no one more hospitable than Jesus. Children run up to him. The disciples try to 
keep the kids back from their master, but he says, “let them come” and bends down and 
hugs them. A wicked tax collector named Zacchaeus climbs up a tree to get to see him, 
and Jesus stops, singles him out from the whole crowd, and invites himself into 
Zacchaeus’s life. A blind beggar calls out for mercy from the side of the road. Everyone 
tells him to be quiet. But Jesus calls him over and asks, “What do you want me to do for 
you?” 
 
He welcomes the weakest, the vilest, the poor. He welcomes us. Despite all the bad in 
us, Jesus loves us. He sees the image of God marred by sin, but not beyond his 
redeeming repair. So, as we come to him in repentant faith, he restores our souls, 
washing away our sin and filling us with his Spirit. He lived on this earth with complete 
self-control, tempted in every way but never sinning, surrounded by evil but never 
participating in it. He is perfectly upright, holy, and disciplined. And by his grace, he is 
forming his character in us.  
 
So Church, with all the power he supplies, he is calling us to pursue more of his virtue, 
more of his good works in our lives. As his stewards, he is calling us to pursue faithful 
character. And he is calling us to pursue… 
 



 
b. Faithful convictions 
 
Look what verse 9 says about God’s steward: 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. This brings us back to something we saw last week: The things 
we do and the things we believe are intimately connected.  
 
So, in one breath, Paul says God’s stewards must be sound in character, and in the 
next, he says God’s stewards must be sound in doctrine holding firm to the trustworthy 
Word. Since Genesis Chapter 3, humanity has struggled to keep a firm grip on God’s 
Word. We are prone to question what he says which leads to disaster. We need to hold 
on. And not only for ourselves but also for the sake of others. Notice Paul says God’s 
steward must hold firm to the word… so that he may be able to give instruction in sound 
doctrine. A steward must hold onto the truth for the sake of others. 
 
In college, I worked at a camp up in Wisconsin and we did a bunch of rock climbing. And 
during the climbing, most of my time was spent belaying, standing at the bottom of the 
wall with my feet firmly planted and my hands holding tightly to the rope. My job was to 
hold on so that when the climber’s hands slipped, they would not fall (at least not far!).  
There are other people in this church who need you to hold on to God’s Word; so that 
when they start slipping they will not fall. 
 
We all experience times when our grip on the truth seems to be slipping. A false 
teaching upsets us. A season of suffering disorients us. A sense of doubt gnaws at us.  
We all know what this is like. And when you feel like you’re losing your grip on the truth, 
it’s so helpful to have someone with a firm grip holding on to you. A youth leader who 
says, “That teaching you’ve heard is false, let me show you why, and let me remind you 
what God’s Word says.” A life group who says, “We’re so sorry that this suffering has 
come into your life. We are here to serve you, to pray for you, and to demonstrate 
Christ’s love to you.” A friend who says, “Your doubt does not upset me. You don’t need 
to be ashamed. I’m going to pray for you and ask the Lord that your faith may not fail.” 
 
Keep a firm grip on God’s trustworthy Word not only for your own sake but also for the 
sake of others. A faithful steward, anyone who desires to serve the church, will pursue 
faithful character and faithful convictions. 
 

Conclusion 
 
And this is why Paul left Titus in Crete. There was unfinished business. He charged Titus to 
appoint elders in every town, to ensure that each local church had godly leaders. And they 
needed this urgently because a threat was growing in Crete. False teachers, motivated by 
greed, shaped by the evils of their culture, and devoted to man-made religion, hypocrites were 
disrupting the faith of many. The church in Crete needed faithful stewards, faithful in character, 
and faithful in conviction.  
 
And the church needs the same thing today. May God give each of us lives increasingly 
conforming to the character of Christ. And may God give each of us convictions that are 
increasingly grounded in the truth of his Word. So that we might do the good work of serving his 
church.  


