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Introduction
Each year as I teach New Testament Sur-
vey here at Union University I have my
students list the books of the New Testa-
ment and answer a few basic questions:
Which books do you think you know a lot
about? Which books do you think you
know little or nothing about? Why do you
think you know more about some books
than others? Titus never fares well in this
basic survey. While this might be expected
in some ways, two student responses from
this most recent term are especially reveal-
ing. One student said she had more expo-
sure to certain books because they have
“more value and application than others
do.” Titus was singled out as an example
of one with less value and application.
Another student wrote: “I am unfamiliar
with the teachings of Titus and Philemon,
possibly due to their short length and lack
of profoundly deep insight. (They have
insight, just not profound—I’m not degrad-
ing any books of the Bible!)”

Aside from the faux pas of turning in
such statements to a professor who has
spent several years of his life studying such
“less than profound” books (which made
for a good laugh in class) and the problem-
atic view of scripture implied, these state-
ments illustrate the basic lack of awareness
of the message of this powerful little letter.
Indeed, this lack of awareness is not lim-
ited to the church, but I have often encoun-
tered it in the halls of academia as well (e.g.,
those who think of it as only addressing
pastors).2 Yet, this has not always been the
view of this letter. Martin Luther, who was
willing to criticize some biblical books (e.g.,
James), wrote concerning the letter to Titus:

“This is a short epistle, but a model of
Christian doctrine, in which is compre-
hended in a masterful way all that is nec-
essary for a Christian to know and to live.”3

This is a striking commendation for an oft
neglected epistle—a masterful summary of
“all that is necessary for a Christian to know
and to live”! I believe Luther is right. He
is, once again, a surer guide than our con-
temporaries, for this letter summarizes the
essence of the Christian life, particularly
with a view to what the Christian commu-
nity, the church, is to do. Indeed, I believe
the letter to Titus is a tract for our times,
and the church today bears the marks of
having neglected its message.4

The letter to Titus is a discourse on
church health. Paul and Titus have com-
pleted a successful mission on the island
of Crete, and Titus has been left behind to
complete the work of establishing the new
believers in well-functioning churches
(1:5). Paul writes to urge Titus on in his
mission and lays out the key issues that
need to be addressed in order for these new
churches to be healthy and vibrant. In a day
when there is much discussion about
church growth and church health, a letter
in which Paul directly addresses these
issues is certainly timely. What is it that will
make a church thrive? What are the key
issues of concern in Paul’s mind when
seeking to establish new churches? The let-
ter to Titus answers these questions.

Before turning directly to the key issues
of the letter, one other element of the letter’s
setting needs to be noted. These fledgling
churches were located on the island of
Crete, a place proverbial in the ancient
world for its moral decadence. Polybius,
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the ancient historian, wrote that it was
almost “impossible to find … personal con-
duct more treacherous or a public policy
more unjust than in Crete” (Histories 6.47).5

Polybius also states, “So much in fact do
sordid love of gain and lust for wealth pre-
vail among them, that the Cretans are the
only people in the world in whose eyes no
gain is disgraceful” (Histories 6.46).6 Cicero
also comments, “Indeed, men’s principles
of life are so different that the Cretans …
consider piracy and brigandage honour-
able ….” (De Republica 3.9.15).7 While these
quotes come from a time prior to Paul’s
ministry, they aptly describe the general
view of Crete in the ancient world. The
letter to Titus addresses the challenges of
establishing churches in a particularly
hostile environment.8 The fact that these
fledgling churches exist within a largely
immoral society only makes it more rel-
evant to our setting, which is increasingly
similar to the Cretan situation.

What then are the key issues needing to
be addressed in order to assure the health
of these new churches assailed by an
immoral milieu? The answer can be found
in an analysis of the structure of the letter.
I have elsewhere argued in more detail for
the following structure of Titus:9

Salutation 1:1-4
Body of the Letter 1:5-3:14

1:5-9 Body Opening: The need for
elders to (a) exhort in sound
doctrine and (b) refute

 opponents.

(b)  1:10-16 The problem of
opponents

(a)         2:1-3:8 Sound doctrine
which necessarily
includes lifestyles

       2:1-10 Lifestyles
which
correspond to
sound doctrine

       2:11-14 Doctrinal
basis

       2:15 Summary
 exhortation

       3:1-2 Lifestyles which
 correspond to
 sound doctrine

      3:3-8a Doctrinal basis
       3:8b-d Summary

   exhortation
(b’)   3:9-11 The problem of

opponents

3:12-14 Body Closing: Travel plans
      with concluding

  exhortation
Closing 3:15

If this proposed structure holds, the
letter to Titus is a carefully crafted, cohe-
sive document (contrary to the older pre-
vailing view).10 The structure demonstrates
how the pieces of the letter could fit
together in the flow of thought. After the
reminder of the need to finish what was
left undone in the planting of these
churches, Paul first mentions the need for
elders (1:5-9). The discussion of elders
closes with the mention of the need for
exhortation in sound doctrine and refuta-
tion of error. This introduces what follows.
1:10-16 and 3:9-11 discuss the problem of
false teaching (bracketing the rest of the
letter body). Within these brackets, there
are two parallel sections, both of which
begin with a description of appropriate liv-
ing (2:1-10; 3:1-2) and then ground this
lifestyle in an exposition of the gospel (2:11-
15; 3:3-8). Thus, there are four key issues
discussed here and urged upon Titus (and
the Cretan believers) as important for the
health of the church. They are the estab-
lishment of proper leadership (1:5-9), rec-
ognition of and proper handling of error
(1:10-16; 3:9-11), gospel-appropriate living
(2:1-10; 3:1-2), and a clear understanding
of the gospel itself (2:11-15; 3:3-8).11 These
could be summarized as proper leadership,
proper discipline, proper living, and
proper doctrine.
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Establish Proper Leadership (1:5-9)
The first issue to which Paul turns is the

need for biblical leadership within the
church. Leadership is commonly noted
today as an essential element for church
health. However, it is instructive to note
the picture of leadership given here. We
cannot give an extended treatment of the
paragraph but will note a few key items.

We might first note a couple of things
simply in how the position of leadership
is mentioned. While neither of these issues
is the burden of the passage at hand, they
do illuminate some basic assumptions per-
tinent for today. First, the terminology used
here is not that which is most common in
Southern Baptist churches today. Paul
refers to those in this office as “elders” and
“bishop” or “overseer.” These are by far
the more common terms in the New Testa-
ment, as the noun “pastor” is only used
once in the New Testament for this office
(Eph 4:11). This does not mean it is illegiti-
mate to use the term “pastor,” but it does
mean that we ought not to balk at the use
of this other biblical language as well. More
significantly, the wording suggests that the
churches would have a plurality of elders
rather than a solo pastor, which is more
common in our churches. Paul instructs
Titus to “appoint elders in every city as I
directed you” (1:5). It sounds like there is
to be more than one elder in each city, and
one would assume that there will be one
church in each city as elsewhere in Paul’s
ministry. Thus, each church would have
more than one elder.12 This would fit with
what we know of Paul’s ministry in Acts.
After his initial visit to each city on his first
mission journey, Paul returned to each city
for follow up and “appointed elders for
them in every church” (Acts 14:23). This
appears to be Paul’s regular practice in
planting churches.

The focus of the discussion of leadership
is a description of the type of man who
should be appointed to such an office.
Commentators often express surprise that
the list deals almost exclusively with char-
acter qualities rather than job descriptions.
However, this should be no surprise. The
question being addressed is not, “What
should an elder do?” but “What sort of
person is qualified to be an elder?” The
focus on character is then highly signifi-
cant as it makes the point that character
counts. If these Cretan churches (and ours
as well) are going to survive, they must be
lead by men who exemplify basic Chris-
tian character—especially in the midst of
an immoral culture like Crete’s or our
own.13 Again, the list here has often been
maligned for being so basic.14 Requiring
that the church’s leaders not be drunken
brawlers (1:7) does not sound like a par-
ticularly high standard. However, taken
together, it is clear that what the list requires
is proven moral character. There is no place
for excusing a moral lapse because a pas-
tor/elder is proficient in his tasks. Charac-
ter is an essential part of his task. Elders
are to model in their life what they teach
in their messages. These character quali-
ties are too easily overlooked today. As goes
the moral character of the church’s lead-
ers, so goes the church.

In this discussion of character two areas
receive special attention. First, there is an
emphasis throughout on reputation before
a watching world (e.g., “above reproach,”
1:6, 7). It is important that the life of the
church leaders be an asset and not a liabil-
ity in the mission of the church. Sadly, this
has been made all too clear by events in
recent years. Secondly, there is a special
focus on family life with the mention of his
marriage and children in 1:6. The picture
of an elder is not a man removed from daily
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life, but a man who walks in the normal
course of life, and does so well, living in
accord with the gospel. Leadership ability
arises from learning to live life well in
light of the gospel; only then can one lead
others.

While the bulk of the list focuses on char-
acter, the list climaxes with the mention of
teaching. It was common in ancient writ-
ing to give special emphasis to a certain
item in a list by placing it either first or last
and then making it disproportionately
longer than the other items in the list.15 This
is exactly what happens in 1:9. Whereas the
rest of the list consists of one or two word
items, this last item consists of 21 words!
The other items are simply adjectives or
nouns, but this one is a verbal clause with
two explanatory purpose clauses. This
greater length and complexity sets it apart
as Paul emphasizes the teaching role of the
elder.16 Whereas the other characteristics
listed are also required of other believers,
this aptitude in teaching and refuting is the

distinguishing mark of the elder.
The first thing stated in this climactic

element is that the elder must hold fast to
the faithful word (1:9). The verb here
(antechomai) suggests allegiance and devo-
tion, most likely in this context allegiance
to the truth arising from devotion to the
truth. Calvin appropriately states, “In
short, in a pastor there is demanded not
only learning, but such zeal for pure doc-
trine as never to depart from it.”17 For
churches to be healthy they must be led by
men who are firmly convinced of sound
doctrine and as a result are passionately
committed to it.

This grasp of and allegiance to sound
doctrine is to have a two-fold result, posi-
tive and negative sides of the same real-
ity.18 First, in one who would be an elder,
his devotion to the truth must result in an

ability to “exhort in sound doctrine.” He
must be able to teach purely, the truths of
God’s word. No man is truly a pastor in
the church of God unless he is a teacher.
There is no place for saying that one is a
fine pastor but not much of a teacher.
Such a statement is akin to saying, “This
is a fine car; it just does not run.” If some-
thing fails to do that for which it is
designed, then it is not “fine”! The office
of bishop/elder/pastor, according to this
passage, is designed for instructing the
people of God in the word of God, because
the church cannot operate or grow in any
way other than by the word of God. This
emphasis on teaching has been the apos-
tolic pattern from the beginning. In Acts 6
deacons are appointed so that the apostles,
leaders of the church at that time, might
“devote themselves to the ministry of the
word and prayer” (Acts 6:2-4). If there is
to be any health in a church, the elders must
be gifted in and given to the teaching of
sound doctrine.19

The flip side of expounding truth is
refuting error. Indeed, doing the former
inevitably results in doing the latter. This
is in view in Acts 20 as Paul exhorts the
Ephesian elders to “Be on guard for your-
selves and for all the flock” since there will
be false teachers. If there is to be health,
disease must be detected and dealt with.
Stott is instructive as usual when he com-
ments on this verse:

The negative aspect of this teaching
ministry is particularly unfashion-
able today. But if our Lord Jesus and
his apostles did it, warning of false
teachers and denouncing them, we
must not draw back from it our-
selves. Widespread failure to do it
may well be a major cause of the
doctrinal confusion which prevails
in so many churches today.20

Any true shepherd must warn the sheep
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about the wolves, and not simply with gen-
eral warnings but by pointing out very
plainly exactly who and where these
wolves are. Only in this way will he “guard
the flock.” Shepherd is indeed an appro-
priate metaphor for this task in the dual
nature of teaching, since the elder must
both feed the flock and fend off the foes.

Lastly, it must be noted that there is an
authority vested in the leadership of the
church. This is implied in the call to exhort
and refute, but is made explicit in the sum-
mary exhortation to Titus in 2:15 (cf. 3:8 as
well). Paul tells Titus, “These things speak
and exhort and reprove with all authority.
Let no one disregard you” (2:15). This is a
strong statement. The teaching ministry,
including reproving or rebuking, is to be
done “with all authority” and no one is to
be allowed to ignore it. In an anti-authori-
tarian age, this is hard for many to accept,
but this is exactly what the text says. And,
this is not the only such text. 1 Timothy
5:17 refers to elders as those who “rule”
(proistemi), and 1 Thessalonians 5:12 calls
for proper esteem for those who “have
charge over” (proistemi) those within the
church. Most explicitly Hebrews 13:17 says,
“Obey your leaders and submit to them;
for they keep watch over your souls, as
those who will give an account.” While it
is true that some churches and leaders
abuse authority and seek to attach author-
ity to their ideas instead of Scripture, the
far more common problem is the failure to
hold people accountable to the word of
God with authority.

In summary, when Paul assessed the
needs of the fledgling Cretan churches, he
first directed their attention to their need
of leadership, and the kind of leadership
needed centers on two things: 1) proven,
evident maturity in Christian character and
2) a passionate adherence to sound doc-

trine resulting in the ability to teach this
doctrine to others and the willingness to
confront any who would distort it. Lead-
ers are to be men who are living examples
of the fusion of belief and behavior, those
who both preach and practice. This, for the
apostle Paul, is leadership.

Respond to Error (1:10-16; 3:9-11)
The closing of the elder discussion leads

right into this next issue. The church needs
elders who can refute error precisely
because (gar, 1:10) there are some in the
church already who are teaching falsely
and are thereby upsetting entire house-
holds. While elders have not yet been
appointed, false teachers have already
arisen. The situation is urgent.21 What is at
stake is not merely some minor interpreta-
tion but the souls of men.22 This is seen by
the fact that the description of the oppo-
nents climaxes with the assertion that
although they claim to know God, they
really do not (1:16). Thus they are still in
their sins and stand condemned under the
wrath of God (cf. 3:11), and apparently they
are duping others with this false assurance.
The church cannot be healthy if this is
allowed to continue.

The seriousness of the situation is
reflected in Paul’s response. First, he uses
strong and stark language to expose the
false teachers for what they truly are.23 This
is no detached disinterested description!
This is deep-hearted, full-bore warning in
the strongest terms. Though the opponents
claimed to teach and act Christianly, Paul
describes them as rebellious, empty talk-
ing deceivers who are greedy, impure,
detestable, disobedient, and worthless for
any good deed! When Paul sees false teach-
ing threatening the church, he does not beat
around the bush or content himself with
mild generalities; rather, he clearly and
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plainly calls it like it is (cf. Acts 13:9-12;
Gal 1:6-10).

Secondly, the urgency is seen in the
response for which Paul calls—“silence”
them (epistomizo, 1:11) and “rebuke” them
(elencho, 1:13; the same word used in 1:9).
False teaching must be stopped. There is
no toleration of heresy. They are to be
silenced, i.e., given no more opportunity
to spread their error. Foolish and empty
speculations, such as the false teachers
engage in, are to be avoided (3:9). Those
affected are to be refuted, i.e., the errors of
their false teaching are to be exposed and
corrected in hope that they will come to
the truth and be “sound” in the faith. (1:13).
But, those who continue in this divisive
behavior after two warnings are to be put
out of the church since such a person has
shown himself to be corrupt, still in his sins,
and has condemned himself (3:10-11).

This is far more diligent and firm than
what is seen in most of our churches today
and probably would seem extreme to
many. Many seem to act as if they think
there is no such thing as false teaching
today, and, if there is, it is not dangerous.
Rather, all we really have are differences
of opinion. While certainly there are mere
differences of opinion (and there are some
who try to label everyone in disagreement
with them as heretics), we must be clear
that since false teachers appear in practi-
cally every book of the New Testament and
have afflicted the church across the centu-
ries, then we ought to expect them today
too. Spurgeon was right when he com-
mented, “Our sword will never rust from
lack of foes to smite.” Furthermore, such
false teaching is dangerous. Souls hang in
the balance. We must reckon with the real-
ity that there will be people who claim to
know God but do not. We, like Paul, can-
not be content merely with their profession,

no matter how sincere, if by their actions
and belief they demonstrate otherwise.
False teaching will often assure people of
salvation on false bases, and if we would
be truly evangelistic we must destroy those
false bases and point to the only sure
ground of salvation (see below on 2:11-5
and 3:3-7).

Today, as in this passage, we must speak
forthrightly, refute and warn, and be will-
ing to enact discipline. The church (particu-
larly its elders) must expose unsound
teaching and behavior and call it what it
is. Too often we euphemistically dance
around such issues more afraid to offend
man than to offend God, more concerned
about making people (or ourselves)
uncomfortable than about them facing the
wrath of God. We must have charity and
tact, but love—both for the offender and
the rest of the church—would constrain us
not to soft pedal sin and heresy. Then,
having pointed out wrong teaching and
behavior we must demonstrate scripturally
why it is wrong and what the truth is, seek-
ing the salvation of the offenders. It is not
enough simply to castigate those who are
in error and then pat ourselves on our
backs for our forthrightness. We must seek
to turn people back to the truth (cf. 2 Tim
2:25-26) and to strengthen the church
against this error should it ever surface
again. Lastly, we must be willing to drive
away the wolves if necessary (cf. Acts
20:28-31). Church discipline has fallen on
hard times in our day, but the practice is as
clearly present in the New Testament (cf. 1
Cor 5:1-13; 2 Thess 3:6-15; Rom 16:17-18)
as it is clearly absent from our churches
today. The Reformers listed discipline as
one of the marks of a true church, and we
cannot expect health in our churches today
without it.

In summary, then, the second key issue
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that Paul addresses for the health of the
church is the proper response to error,
whether that error be doctrinal, ethical, or
both.24 There will be no health in the body
when we ignore diseases that are attack-
ing it. When the gospel is being violated,
we must act decisively and clearly.

Live Properly (2:1-10; 3:1-2)
The next two paragraphs in view are

basically lists of behaviors. For these new
believers on Crete Paul explains what
Christian behavior looks like, within the
family and church (2:1-10) and in relation
to the outside world (3:1-2). For people
coming out of an immoral culture (whether
Crete’s or our own) it stands to reason that
it would be very important to explain
Christian ethics. The way that Paul
addresses the issue shows that he consid-
ered proper behavior to be an essential
element for these churches’ survival. He
argues that the way people behave reflects
on their own spiritual condition and
reflects on the glory of God and His gospel.

The fact that one’s behavior reflects on
his spiritual condition is seen in the strong
and very deliberate contrast between 1:16
and 2:1. This contrast, or its importance,
has been too often missed although it is one
of the key points of the letter.25 Having
stated that the lifestyles of the false teach-
ers negated any claim, however sincere, to
knowing God, Paul now charges Titus to
teach the “things which are fitting for
sound doctrine.” Since what follows is a
list of prescribed behaviors, “things which
are fitting for sound doctrine” in 2:1 must
refer to behaviors or lifestyles. Thus, the
lifestyles presented in 2:1-10 and 3:1-2 are
not merely suggestions, the haphazard
adoption of cultural norms, or even cul-
tural accommodation for the sake of mis-
sion.26 The actions and duties listed here

are presented as the way of life that affirms
rather than denies one’s claim to know
God. To fail to live in this way is to throw
into question one’s salvation, precisely
because the grace of God that saves also
teaches this lifestyle (see below on 2:11-14).
This is then highly significant. For a church
to be healthy its members must realize that
saving faith leads to a certain way of life
(2:1), and they must live in that way. The
way we live reflects our spiritual state.

Secondly, the fact that the behavior of
professing Christians reflects on the glory
of God and His gospel is seen most clearly
in the three purpose clauses tucked within
2:1-10. In 2:5 the exhortations to young
women closes with the statement, “that the
word of God may not be dishonored [or,
blasphemed].”27 The exhortations to the
young men and Titus conclude with, “in
order that the opponent may be put to
shame having nothing bad to say about
us” (2:8). Then, the slaves are told that by
living in this way they can “adorn the
doctrine of God our Savior in every
respect” (2:10). These statements lay out the
positive and negative impact of the
church’s living. The way we act matters
because our sinful living can bring dis-
honor on the gospel and will give the
opponents of the gospel ammunition. Why
should others pay attention to the gospel
if its proponents are no different from the
rest of the world? When this argument
gains traction because of the unruly lives
of the church, the word of God is dishon-
ored. On the other hand, if, though we are
still imperfect, our lives are being trans-
formed in apparent ways that set us apart
from the immoral society around us, then
we advance the gospel by showing its
worth in one’s life (cf. Matt 5:16; Phil 2:15).28

We overcome by our actions the objections
of the opponents of the gospel. Thus we,
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frail, wrath-deserving humans, can actu-
ally “adorn the doctrine of God our
Savior”! What an amazing thought! We
cannot add to the beauty of the gospel, but
we make apparent and highlight that
beauty by living out its principles. It mat-
ters how you live. Those who claim the
name of Christ are then either eyesores on
the gospel or beautiful ornaments.

Two Old Testament characters illustrate
this well. The negative side is seen in
David’s sin with Bathsheeba. When
Nathan confronts David, he says David’s
sin “has given occasion to the enemies of
the LORD to blaspheme” (2 Sam 12:14).
This reality is given as the reason for at least
part of David’s punishment (cf. Isa 52:5;
Rom 2:24; Ezek 36:20-21). On the positive
side, there is Daniel. When those envious
of him set their political machine in motion
to uncover “dirt” on Daniel, it is stated,
“they could find no ground of accusation
or evidence of corruption, inasmuch as he
was faithful, and no negligence or corrup-
tion was to be found in him” (Dan 6:4).29

These men then decide the only thing they
could possibly bring against him was his
allegiance to his God. Though this leads
first to persecution, it finally ends in God
receiving praise from a pagan king.

Martin Luther commenting on this pas-
sage notes that in the early history of the
church the blameless life of the Christians
was a powerful witness to the watching
world. He writes:

When the Christians were accused
before Trajan, Pliny said that there
was no guilt to be found among
them; they gathered before dawn
and were strongly opposed to adul-
tery and violence. It impressed a
heathen that Christians lived a
chaste and sober life, and he warned
Trajan not to punish them. Thus
Lucian says that Christians are
good-natured, that they trust every-

body, that they are not anxious, that
they recognize their own mistakes;
and therefore anyone who wants to
be rich should go to the Christians.
This is how the wicked are com-
pelled by their own consciences to
think about Christians.30

Luther goes on to say that this was no
longer the case in his day, and, sadly, one
cannot claim it is the case in general today.

In summary, for the Cretan churches (or
any others) to survive their members must
live out the practical implications of the
gospel. One cannot glibly dismiss the sin-
ful living of professing Christians. There is
a level at which such living shows that such
people have not truly been converted. Fur-
thermore, our behavior reflects on God for
good or ill. If we would be truly evangelis-
tic we must live out the gospel. In doing
so, believers, no matter how small their sta-
tion in life (e.g., slaves in 2:10), have the
opportunity to “adorn the doctrine of God
our Savior.”

Remember the Gospel
(2:11-15; 3:3-8)

The last of the four issues is found in
the two doctrinal passages that stand at the
very core of the letter.31 These paragraphs
follow the two ethical exhortation passages
discussed above and serve as a basis (gar,
2:11; 3:3) for these exhortations. Both doc-
trinal passages focus on God’s gracious act
of salvation in Christ.

Both passages are centered on fairly tra-
ditional restatements of the work of Christ
(2:11, 14; 3:5).32 In each passage there is a
distinct emphasis on grace. In 2:11 the com-
ing of Christ is styled as the appearing of
God’s grace. In 2:14 Paul expounds the self-
giving of Christ on “our” behalf that “He”
might redeem “us.” The focus is clearly on
the divine initiative. In 3:3-8, the point of
grace is emphasized even more. It is strik-
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ing to trace the actors in the sentences
through this passage. Humans (“we”) are
the subject in v. 3 and the result is dismal.
With the shift in vv. 4-5, God (and his
attributes) becomes the subject and
humans are the object, the recipients of sal-
vation. In 3:5 Paul states clearly that the
basis of salvation is not human works but
God’s mercy.

The place of these expositions of the
gospel of grace is itself instructive. For these
Cretan churches to be healthy they must
see that the gospel (“healthy teaching”) is
to be the proper basis for all they do. As
Quinn has remarked, “All Christian life, all
activities of every age, sex, and state of life
find their taproot in the revelation of the
‘grace of God.’”33 The gospel is not merely
the entry point of the Christian life, but the
very heart of the Christian life, enabling
and guiding all that we do. This is a basic
point of Pauline (indeed, New Testament)
ethics, but is too often missed in our
churches. When Paul exhorts his readers
to humility (Phil 2:1-11), or to giving (2 Cor
8:9), or to forgive (Eph 4:32), or to love (Eph
5:1-2), he points to the cross. Especially here
in the Cretan situation, for Paul the answer
to antinomianism is not legalism but a true
understanding of grace. For the libertine,
grace will teach his heart to fear, and for
the anxious soul burdened with guilt, grace
will its fears relieve. A healthy church will
be one that corporately and individually
centers itself upon the gospel, seeking for
every phase of its life to be an emanation
from this gospel.34

In these passages, Paul is pointing to the
gospel as evidence that belief and behav-
ior cannot be separated. In 2:11-12 the grace
of God that brings salvation also teaches a
certain way of behavior (“to deny ungod-
liness and worldly desires and to live sen-
sibly, righteously and godly in the present

age”). One cannot claim to be a recipient
of saving grace if he is not a pupil of edu-
cating grace. The saving grace of God
teaches its recipients to say no to sin; thus
if we are not learning to deny sin, it is sus-
pect as to whether we have received grace.
Of course, while we are pupils in the school
of grace, we are not yet graduates! We are
not yet perfect, but we are being changed.
This point is stated again in 2:14 where the
goal of the atonement is stated as redeem-
ing people from lawless deeds, purifying
them and causing them to be zealous for
good deeds. The aim of Christ’s work is
not only to rescue people from hell (as sig-
nificant as that is!), but also to remake them
into God’s own possession free from sin
and zealous for good. The atonement itself
has an ethical dimension. This effect is seen
also in 3:5 when salvation is described as
the “washing of regeneration and renew-
ing by the Holy Spirit.” While some of the
specifics in interpreting these clauses are
debated, an ethical dimension is clear. God,
in salvation, washes and renews His people
so that they are different in the way they
live, as is suggested by the contrast
between v. 3 and v. 4 (“we also once were.…
But … He saved us”). Thus, there can
be no real divide between belief and
behavior. That is why gospel-appropriate
behavior is commanded of the church (2:1-
10; 3:1-2), why the behavior of the oppo-
nents exposes them as ones who do not
truly know God (1:10-16; 3:9-11), and why
the elders of the church must be men
marked by both moral character and devo-
tion to the gospel.

It should also be noted that these gos-
pel expositions have a clear eschatological
focus. Indeed, in 2:11-14 it is this focus on
the return of Christ that is presented as the
antidote for sin. Having said in 2:12 that
we should learn to say no to sin, Paul
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shows us how in 2:13.35 The language used
here is instructive. Paul could have simply
said, “by awaiting the return of Christ.”
Instead he uses stirring descriptives. We are
to be eagerly anticipating (prosdechomai)36 the
return of Christ, considering his return “the
blessed hope,” longing for the manifesta-
tion of his glory because we realize that he
is “our great God and Savior.” This is the
language of a soul aflame. We are not called
to a mere stoicism or asceticism, but are
called to set our hearts on a greater desire.37

This is how grace teaches its pupils to
renounce sin, by alluring our hearts with a
new and greater affection. For a church to
be healthy it must be regularly pointed to
the glory of Christ so that its members
might long for Him and in that longing be
purified (cf. 1 John 3:2-3).38

For any church to be healthy it must be
rooted in a firm grasp of the gospel. When
we lose the gospel or even become “fuzzy”
on it, we lose our way. These passages in
Titus specifically rebuke the common mis-
conception of the gospel that if one has
“prayed the prayer,” “walked the aisle,”
been baptized, or joined the church, then
one has salvation regardless of whether or
not one’s life is marked by gospel charac-
ter and love for the things of God. In this
we are no different from people in the
Middle Ages who trusted in rituals, indul-
gences, and the merits of saints. We have
created our own rituals, as ridiculous as
theirs, and find to our dismay that they lack
any life-changing power. We desperately
need a return to “the gospel of the glory of
the blessed God” (1 Tim 1:11), the only
message which has God’s power to save
and to train us for godly living now, in the
present age.

Conclusion
It has been argued that the letter to Titus

consists of four primary sections that con-
tain Paul’s exhortations for the establish-
ment of healthy churches in a difficult,
immoral milieu. The four key issues that
Paul addresses are the need for godly lead-
ership, the need to deal clearly with doc-
trinal and moral error, the need for proper
living among believers, and the need for a
sound grasp of the gospel. These issues
remain central for the health of churches
today but too often do not receive the
attention they need. We need to hear again
the letter to Titus.

The message of Titus, put succinctly, is
that true belief and right behavior must go
together. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer said,
“Only he who believes is obedient, and
only he who is obedient believes.”39 This
message is sorely needed today.
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