
The Letter to Titus - 
A Pastoral Letter.
A Study In “Collaborative Ministry” and Family Life

Background

The Epistle (of Paul) to Titus is one of three letters, along with the ‘Timothies’ that are 
usually referred to as the ‘Pastoral Letters’. They are at one and the same time, both 
amongst the most valued of the New Testament writings, and the most discredited! 

On one hand they contain passages where the various Ministries and Offices of the 
Church, like Bishop, Presbyter and Elder, etc. find their justification and so have served 
to form and shape the various Churches in their structures and to define the scope 
and requirements for ministry.

On the other hand, since about 150 years ago, there has been a strong movement to 
put forward the idea that none of them were actually written by Paul, but rather, 
pseudonymously by some unknown hand some time after Paul’s death.

To deal with the last point first, this different attribution to the author(s) of the letters 
is mainly down to the way the language is structured and words that are used that do 
not sound very ‘Pauline’ Two points arise from this…

First, at the time of writing the practice of pseudonymous writing was common and 
not necessarily intended to deceive. Examples that we know are the ‘Books of Moses’ 
and of Enoch, from which Jesus himself quoted! It was quite a common way of 
expanding and expounding on the themes a deceased writer had penned during their 
lifetime - a sort of ‘This is what the Author would say on this matter…’ and also of 
drawing together a group of works If the language and form is not quite Paul, the 
content very much is his in all respects, so it passes that test either way you regard 
authorship.

Secondly, these letters are usually dated towards the end of Paul’s life, so we may have 
here a Paul who has spent a long time away from ‘Home’ and who has assimilated and 
embraced words and forms that he now finds useful in his writings. There are quite a 
few ‘Hapax Legomena’ words, - A ‘Hapax’ is a word that appears only here and maybe 
only once in a body of writings. Whilst some see this as pointing to a different hand, 
Paul may be expanding his vocabulary on these pages as he learns new (Greek) terms 
and the ideas that go with them.
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Other matters that some claim point to this not being by Paul are that the ‘Faith’ 
seems to have been much more formalised, with statements of faith and methods / 
liturgical forms of Worship having been established, and that the threat from the Juda-
isers against the new sect seems less and the appointment of Ministers is well 
established. Again, these can be all explained, if only partly, by a more Mature Paul and 
a more mature Church structure within which Paul is now working. Paul was always a 
great organiser himself, and in the case of both Timothy and Titus he is addressing 
men who he has appointed, and left behind, in order that the local Church might be 
well governed.

To come back to the first point, either way, they contain advice and instruction that 
has been invaluable to the generations of the Church that have read them since. The 
way they are written suggests that although addressed to Timothy and Titus by name, 
they were intended to be read by the wider Church, possibly even out loud in a 
church environment in and around the areas to which they were sent. In the case we 
are looking at we have a letter written to an individual, Titus, and to a Church group 
living in Crete, and at least for the purpose of our study, we will assume they were 
written by Paul himself, probably then around 65A.D.

As we would expect from a letter, we have an introduction at the beginning saying 
who the letter is from, and to whom it is written. However, as we might also expect 
from Paul, there is much more to it than that!

Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ to further the faith of God’s elect and 
their knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness – 2 in the hope of eternal life, which God, 
who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time, 3 and which now at his appointed 
season he has brought to light through the preaching entrusted to me by the command of 
God our Saviour,
4 To Titus, my true son in our common faith:
Grace and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Saviour.

How much does Paul tell us about himself?

And what about Titus?
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5 The reason I left you in Crete was that you might put in order what was left unfinished 
and appoint elders in every town, as I directed you. 6 An elder must be blameless, faithful to 
his wife, a man whose children believe and are not open to the charge of being wild and 
disobedient. 7 Since an overseer manages God’s household, he must be blameless – not 
overbearing, not quick-tempered, not given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest 
gain. 8 Rather, he must be hospitable, one who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, 
upright, holy and disciplined. 9 He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has 
been taught, so that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who 
oppose it.

Here we find the purpose and reason for the letter. Paul has left Titus behind - but 
why? 

Another translation puts it like this… ‘The reason I left you… was that you might 
straighten out (or set right) what was left unfinished…’

The word used in the original is one of those ‘Hapax’ words, in this case only 
appearing here in the whole of the N.T.

And first on the list is the appointment of ‘Elders’ or ‘Bishops’ in every town. 

This implies first that there must have been a Christian presence by now in every 
town on the island of Crete.  This does not mean that the whole population had 
become Christians, but that there was a witness in each town. It also suggests that as 
yet there is little or no structure to these Christian Communities so that they might 
be governed properly and most importantly, that the Gospel itself might be preserved 
in the form it has been delivered to them. In fact, it is implied that some things need 
to be put right and this is the way to achieve that aim. Things need ‘straightening out’ 
and Titus, on his own, cannot be expected to do this, although as he is to appoint 
them, he is also seen, by Paul at least, as being in some way. 

An ‘Elder’ back then was simply a person, (usually a Man back then), who was of ‘a 
certain age’ as they say.  The idea being I guess that by that age these men were not 
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looking to achieve preferment for themselves and would have the wisdom that comes 
from experience and age. 

What do you think of Paul’s list of character traits and abilities?

So an Elder needs to be doubly righteous, both in the eyes of the People, but then 
also in the eyes of God - in things both spiritual and practical. And he must hold onto 
‘sound doctrine and be able to share the Gospel and correct those who would 
distort it.

Paul now needs to go on to define both ‘sound’ and ‘unsound’ doctrine and he does 
this by another list of attributes - some of which make me think that this first part of 
the letter was not really for publishing to or reading out loud to the good people of 
Crete!!!!!!!! In contrast to this list of attributes that the Elder needs we have Paul 
going on to say…

10 There are also many rebellious people, idle talkers and deceivers, especially those of the 
circumcision; 11 they must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole families by teaching 
for sordid gain what it is not right to teach. 12 It was one of them, their very own prophet, 
who said,
“Cretans are always liars, vicious brutes, lazy gluttons.”
13 That testimony is true. For this reason rebuke them sharply, so that they may become 
sound in the faith, 14 not paying attention to Jewish myths or to commandments of those 
who reject the truth. 15 To the pure all things are pure, but to the corrupt and unbelieving 
nothing is pure. Their very minds and consciences are corrupted. 16 They profess to know 
God, but they deny him by their actions. They are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good 
work.
Paul is quoting from Epimenides, who was himself a Cretan, but one who had made 
good for himself.  Whole families were being upset (and so, put off from staying in the 
community) by what these people were saying, and foremost according to Paul 
amongst them were the Christian Jews who insisted on Gentiles following Jewish Law. 
Now we don’t have ‘Juda-isers’ as such in our churches today, but can you think of 
attitudes and even traditions or teachings that today might do the 
same?
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Paul’s concern all along is for the Gospel! Titus is to take these people to task ‘…, so 
that they may become sound in the faith.’ His language is strong - ‘they must be stopped’ 
or ‘Gagged’! They have to be silenced long enough for them to be able to hear aright 
the message being preached by the Elders, and Paul and Titus, and so become sound 
for themselves. That way they will no longer propagate these erroneous teachings to 
others. 

Verse 15 is interesting as it calls upon Paul’s Jewishness to make sense. The Jewish 
Temple was a ‘Holy Place’ and each day everything in it was ‘Made Holy’ ‘Sacred’ and 
‘Profane’ today have lost some of their meaning. We think of the ‘Profane’ as being in 
some way soiled or dirty, but then it just meant it was of the every-day and not set 
apart for special purpose or use. A Jew, who had made himself ritually pure in the 
morning, could enter the temple knowing that once inside he could not be soiled by 
touching anything ‘unclean’ It was, to him, a place of refuge and safety. However, to the 
unclean, entering the Temple and touching the ‘Clean’ did not and could not render 
them pure! 

Paul is however taking this illustration and placing it outside the ritual Cultic Laws of 
Purity and making, for those who Christ has made pure, the whole world the temple! 
On the other hand, no matter how much you claim Purity, if your heart and mind are 
impure then no amount of adherence to Law, Tradition or external ‘Spirituality’ can 
make you pure! Not even ‘Good Works’ will do this, for their way of life and actions 
betray their inner state.

The Temple, for Paul, is the Body - specifically, Christ’s Body. But at another level also, 
Paul speaks of his own body as a Temple too! The Temple, (the Body of Christ), is pure 
wherever it is found! ‘All things are pure to the Pure’ is not a naïve state where 
impurity is not recognised, but a state where that purity cannot be soiled or taken 
away by other agencies. That Purity has a power of its own. However, that does not 
mean that on leaving the Temple, (The Body of Christ), that same Purity can be 
assumed or taken for granted. If impurity is courted and sought out then it must be 
outside the Temple, and so out of the realm of Grace!

But as for you, teach what is consistent with sound doctrine. 
2 Tell the older men to be temperate, serious, prudent, and sound in faith, in love, and in 
endurance.
3 Likewise, tell the older women to be reverent in behaviour, not to be slanderers or 
slaves to drink; they are to teach what is good, 4 so that they may encourage the young 
women to love their husbands, to love their children, 5 to be self-controlled, chaste, 
good managers of the household, kind, being submissive to their husbands, so that the 
word of God may not be discredited.
6 Likewise, urge the younger men to be self-controlled. 
7 Show yourself in all respects a model of good works, and in your teaching show integrity, 
gravity, 8 and sound speech that cannot be censured; then any opponent will be put to 
shame, having nothing evil to say of us.
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9 Tell slaves to be submissive to their masters and to give satisfaction in every respect; they 
are not to talk back, 10 not to pilfer, but to show complete and perfect fidelity, so that in 
everything they may be an ornament to the doctrine of God our Savior.

What group is Paul talking about here? 

Paul seems to have left the spiritual behind and gone very practical. In fact, nothing in 
this advice is other than a description of how such a community might and should 
function in any society, not just a Christian one! This is a well managed family unit - a 
well ordered household. However, this picture is in opposition to that description of 
the Cretans given earlier.

In fact, in verse 3 where the Older Women are addressed, the word used ‘reverent’ is 
where we get the words ‘Reverend’ as in the title for a Priest (A Clerk in Holy 
Orders) and may be translatable ‘…as befits a priest’! Far from being anti-women, Paul 
seems to be promoting them! Surely back then this would have produced an 
outpouring of dissidence from the Men? Yet it doesn’t. Why?

The early Church did not carry over the O.T. office of Priest into the new Christian 
setup. Rather, that office was opened up as a possibility to all to be ‘Priestly’ All 
ministry of the Gospel was seen as Priestly, and gender did not come into it at all! 
Indeed, in his letter to the Church in Rome Paul calls upon all believers to ‘Offer their 
bodies, …as a sacrifice to God…’ and in so doing opens the Priesthood to all 
believers many centuries before the ordination of Women was allowed in our own 
church!

Titus himself is to teach the young men. Where we read that they are to exercise ‘Self 
Control’ we lose a lot of the weight of the instruction here. Better is ‘Reasonable or 
Sensible’ and the original word denoted one of the greatest of the virtues found in 
Greek ides at the time. The pinnacle, if you like, of behaviour expected of a young man 
- a highly sized achievement! 

Finally we come, once again, to that Slave / Master relationship. This time it is one 
sided, or so it seems, for it addresses only the Slave. But it is at the end of this 
injunction that we get to the purpose Paul wishes to work out in this ‘Well Ordered 
Household’ - (for that is what we have described here!) - ‘…so that they (the Slaves - 
the lowest in the ranking and order of things!) may be an ornament to the doctrine of 
God our Saviour!’

So next we get a resumé of just what that Doctrine, that Holy Faith is that needs to 
be held to and preached  and which the Slave is encouraged to bring beauty to by 
their life and example…
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For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, 12 training us to renounce 
impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, 
upright, and godly, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory 
of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. 14 He it is who gave himself for us that he might 
redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for 
good deeds.
15 Declare these things; exhort and reprove with all authority. Let no one look down on you.

This is Paul’s ‘Theological Rationale’ behind what he is asking of Titus. Whilst living the 
sort of Family Life (Paul is essentially using the ‘Parable’ of an ordered household to 
teach Titus and others) is in itself a good thing and will bring with it blessings that 
automatically come from such a life, that is not the be-all and end-all of Paul’s intent. 
The Greeks already have and were very fond of collections of  Virtues that would 
make community life better for all and were the ideals they felt were self evident in 
Nature so Paul need not invent new ones if that was the whole aim. No!

Paul is encouraging Titus, through a simple form of Church order with Elders and 
Titus himself as teachers and leaders in that order, to create an environment in which 
a representative sample of Humanity (The local Church as the Body of Christ) whose 
very lifestyle will be a witness to the quality of God’s saving purpose. 

Paul is not setting up some Evangelical program or Missioning Strategy here at all! 
These simple rules for family living (at least, as it was in the 1st. century!) express to 
all who see it lived out in their midst God’s divine grace expressed in the quality of 
basic human relationships that will be the most effective witness to the character of 
God’s Saving Grace. 

Further, it is in that ‘waiting for the blessed hope’ that the Christian community in 
Crete is given its dynamism - the community literals lives in the hope of the 
appearance of Christ! Their very lives (however mundane and ordinary they may be!) 
are invested in that hope! A hope that is vested both in the ‘Now’ and in the ‘Yet to 
come’ 

This lesson (Parable?) is one that is translatable into every society or community. Paul 
obviously must frame it in his own time and place, so it is not possible, and he had no 
intention that, we should try to transliterate every aspect of that  Well Ordered 
Household into our own times. We, (The ‘Body’ or ‘Temple’ of today) are expected to 
reframe it within the norms and idealism of our own day. We are expected to think 
about how and where we might parallel the role of the Slave in expressing our faith in 
our way of life before those we serve, and/or who serve us, and etc. 

In the final chapter Paul widens the picture out into the full gamut of interrelations of 
society. But the principle is retained. The resulting ‘Good Works’ are profitable for all - 
society and the Gospel! Good Works carried out for this purpose and reason are 
both he outworking of the Gospel in the lives of the Saved, and the evidence to 
others of the reality of the Gospel’s saving power.
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As Church today, we need to examine continuously how our Creedal Affirmations 
(and the simplest of these is ‘Jesus is Lord”!) line up with our practical lifestyle and 
social contracts. The lives of those who are members of the Body of Christ should 
demonstrate, in everything, the change that has happened in their lives and the hope 
that draws them on to live this way.

Collaborative Ministry…

A comment on Collaborative Ministry. Paul is being for Titus what Moses’ father-in-
law was for Moses. He is pointing out that Titus, despite being tasked by Paul to be a 
leader, is not to do it all himself but to involve others. Such a ‘Team Ministry’ sounds 
very modern, but is in fact as old as the Bible itself. Adam had Eve, and Moses had his 
set of Elders, and Titus his team of ‘Bishops’ 

One of the fears about collaborative Ministry is that of maintaining the ‘True Faith’ 
whilst encouraging difference. How to ensure the Truth is preserved whilst letting go 
of the helm to others. Paul’s letter here shows that a simple adherence to a common 
Credo is not enough! Belief has to have its outworking in our lives if we are to work 
together. Our Belief and our Living together as Family must be in synch, as we might 
say today. Equally, certain behaviours are to be shunned, and those who claim 
membership but exhibit such lifestyles are first to be taken to task over it, and then to 
be shunned themselves. 

Paul’s instructions on this point seem harsh to modern ears. The one who is acting in 
the role of ‘Elder’ i.e. who is Teaching and Preaching, but who is in it for their own gain 
or for the sheer excitement of the rough and tumble of meaningless argument - who 
(using the meanings of the original word, which is another of those ‘Hapax’ one-off 
words) persists in dissenting opinions , who promotes factions or who causes actual 
divisions is not or no-longer fit for any role in leadership of the family. Along with his 
coaching of the Young Men, Titus is to keep an eye for such dissent and deal with it 
quickly and decisively. It is not ‘Godly’ behaviour and will not bring Glory to the 
Gospel.  

Finally, just before a typical Pauline signing off and blessing, Paul reminds Titus and 
his Elders…
For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and 
pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, despicable, hating one another. 4 But when 
the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, 5 he saved us, not because of 
any works of righteousness that we had done, but according to his mercy, through the water 
of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.

This redresses the excesses of Paul’s diatribe about the Cretans at the beginning! 
Renewal and change are a reality and not just an aspiration, and this is shown in the 
lives of those who are saved.
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