
From Chaos
to Order

Titus 1:5–6a



“For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in 
order what remains and appoint elders in every city as I 

directed you, namely, if any man is above reproach, 
the husband of one wife, having children who believe, not 
accused of dissipation or rebellion. For the overseer must 
be above reproach as God’s steward, not self-willed, not 
quick-tempered, not addicted to wine, not pugnacious, 
not fond of sordid gain, but hospitable, loving what is 

good, sensible, just, devout, self-controlled, holding fast 
the faithful word which is in accordance with the 

teaching, so that he will be able both to exhort in sound 
doctrine and to refute those who contradict.”
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• Having just reminded Titus of his apostolic authority, purpose, 
and obligation (1:1–3), and having just expressed his desire 
for Titus to experience the fullness of God’s grace and peace 
(v. 4), Paul turns to address a pressing issue. 

• This priority is addressed in 1:5–9 but is summarized most 
succinctly in the initial words of 1:5–6a.

I. The Church’s Great Need (1:5a) 

II. God’s Grand Solution (1:5b–6a)



I. The Church’s Great Need

“For this reason I left you in Crete, 
that you would set in order what remains” (1:5a)

• Paul immediately gets to the point with a reminder of Titus’s 
purpose for being in Crete.

• That purpose (“this reason”) will be described in the clause that 
follows (“that you would . . .”).

• The urgency of this reminder does not suggest Titus’s resistance 
but rather the difficulty of the responsibility.



• The island of Crete is the fifth 
largest island in the 
Mediterranean Sea. 

• It is long and narrow, measuring 
160 miles long between 7.5 and 
37 miles wide.

• It features harsh mountains, and 
in Paul’s day the island was 
covered with small villages. 

• Homer: Crete was the “hundred-
citied” island (Iliad 2.649).
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• The island was important 
for navigation and 
maritime trade.

• It had two important 
ports: Phoenix and Fair 
Havens.
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“This meant that it was also a place where most of the current 
philosophies and religions would pass through at one point or 
another, undoubtedly leaving their marks. Unquestionably, it 
would have been just the sort of strategic location where Paul 

would wish his gospel to find a foothold.” 

—Towner, The Letters to Timothy and Titus, 678



• Paul briefly set foot in Crete for the first time on his voyage 
from Caesarea Maritima (Israel) to Rome for his trial before 
Caesar (Acts 27–28).

• But the ministry in Crete implied in Titus 1:5 does not fit into 
that narrative in Acts.

▪ Although allowed considerable freedom, Paul was still a 
prisoner in Acts 27–28. 

▪ There is no record that Titus was with Paul on this 
voyage to Rome, and so he could not be “left” in Crete.



Read Acts 27:3–15 



• Some commentators propose that the verb “left” (Titus 1:5a) 
means “dispatched” or “assigned”—suggesting Paul never 
personally ministered in Crete, but only sent Titus there.

• But that is not how Paul uses the verb (e.g., 2 Tim 4:13, 20). 

• Paul’s ministry in Crete must have come after his two-year 
imprisonment in Rome (Acts 28:30–31; AD 60–62), and before 
his second Roman imprisonment (2 Timothy; AD 66–67).

• This was Paul’s fourth missionary journey, and as details in the 
Pastoral Letters testify, it was focused on the Aegean region.



Paul’s Fourth Missionary 
Journey (AD 62-65)

Titus 3:12



“For this reason I left you in Crete, 
that you would set in order what remains” (1:5a)

• Q: What was the great need for which Paul left Titus on Crete?

• A: To bring order.

• “to set in order” implies bringing to completion but in such a 
way as to correct what is lacking.

• “what remains” refers to “the things which still need doing” or 
“what was left unfinished.”

• This was a difficult task, especially considering Titus 1:12-13a.



OBSERVATIONS

• The default position is chaos. 

• Contrary to popular myth, the absence of 
structure does not make life better.

• It mattered a whole lot to Paul to bring order to 
those who embraced the gospel. 

• Churches are not churches without the order 
prescribed by God through His apostles.



II. God’s Grand Solution

“and appoint elders in every city as I directed you, 
namely, if any man is above reproach” (1:5b–6a)

• “and appoint” – with this second verb Paul describes in a 
special way how this order would be instituted.

• The verb means “to set one over a thing,” or more specifically, 
“to assign someone a position of authority.”

• The verb is used in contexts of formal responsibilities and 
offices, such as the administrator of a home or a high priest (see 
Matt 24:45; 25:21; Acts 6:3; Heb 5:1; 7:28).



“and appoint elders in every city as I directed you, 
namely, if any man is above reproach” (1:5b–6a)

• Those who are appointed to bring order are “elders.”

• The term (πρεσβύτερος, presbuteros) basically refers to age
(e.g., 1 Tim 5:1), but here refers to an office of leadership within 
the church (e.g., Acts 11:30; 15:2; 1 Tim 5:17; James 5:14).

• The concept is rooted in Jewish life, where it was used to refer 
to the members of the Sanhedrin (Matt 16:21; 21:23; Acts 6:12).

• The term was incorporated into church life to describe the kind 
of leadership that was to exist in the church: mature.



• Paul uses the term “elder” (πρεσβύτερος, presbuteros) as a 
synonym with the term “overseer” (ἐπίσκοπος, episkopos). 

“elder” “overseer”

“appoint elders” (1:5) “the overseer must be” (1:7)

maturity/stature function/service

• Jerome (c. 342–420): this passage “clearly proves a bishop 
[overseer] and presbyter to be the same.”

• Acts 20:17, 28 – “[He] called to him the elders of the church. 
. . . ‘Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among 
which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.’”



“and appoint elders in every city as I directed you, 
namely, if any man is above reproach” (1:5b–6a)

• God’s grand solution to the disorder is not just a mature man—
but a plurality of them.

• Paul uses a specific grammatical construction to show that 
“elders” (plural) were to be appointed “in every city.”
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• Paul’s strategy of appointing a plurality of mature men to 
bring order to each church was always his mission (“as I 
directed you”). 

4th Missionary Journey 1st Missionary Journey

AD 62–65 

“appointed elders for them in 
every church” (Acts 14:23)

“appoint elders in every city”
(Titus 1:5)

Galatia

• The consistent pattern of New Testament churches is that of 
a plurality of elders in each church (see also Acts 11:30; 15:6; 
20:17; Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 5:17; James 5:14; 1 Pet 5:1).

Crete

AD 47–48 



“and appoint elders in every city as I directed you, 
namely, if any man is above reproach” (1:5b–6a)

• God’s grand solution to the disorder is not just a plurality of 
men—but a plurality of morally qualified men.

• Paul immediately turns individual and personal through his use 
of the phrase “if any man.”

• Verses 6–9 will define the host of qualifications that a candidate 
for this office must possess, but “above reproach” is the 
qualification that is foundational to them all (see also v. 7).

• Jerome: “All the virtues are comprehended in this one word.”



• “above reproach” – having a life against which others cannot 
bring a charge.

• Colossians 1:22 – “yet He has now reconciled you in His fleshly 
body through death, in order to present you before Him holy 
and blameless and beyond reproach” (see also 1 Cor 1:8).

• 1 Timothy 3:10 – “These men must also first be tested; then let 
them serve as deacons if they are beyond reproach.”

• It cannot be missed that the list does not begin with 
intellectual, administrative, or rhetorical abilities, but with 
moral character.
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“Organization has its place in building up the kingdom 
of God, but virtues that conform to the nature of God 

take higher priority” 

—Samuel Ngewa, 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus, 323



“It is not likely that the people will much 
regard the doctrine of such men, when 
they see that they do not live as they 

preach. They will think that he doth not 
mean as he speaks, if he do not live as he 

speaks. They will hardly believe a man 
that seemeth not to believe himself.”

—Richard Baxter, Reformed Pastor, 84
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“Example speaks louder than precept, 
and living practical religion has a much 

greater effect on mankind than 
argument or eloquence.”

—Archibald Alexander, The Log College, 97 
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OBSERVATIONS

• God’s solution to the disorder is mature men.

• God’s solution to the disorder is a plurality of 
men.

• God’s solution to the disorder is godly men.


