
 
I am an elder of the First Church of Crete. And I am a liar. And an evil brute and a lazy glutton. 
 
In his letter to Titus, Paul quoted one of our local writers, who said “All Cretans are always liars, 
evil brutes, and lazy gluttons.” Well, if that’s true, I am all those things because I am Cretan.  
Our writer took things to extremes, but maybe he was closer to the truth than I would like to 
admit. We Cretans are hard to get along with, and we have many bad habits. But I’m not sure 
that separates us from most of the other people in the Roman Empire. Or you. 
 
Crete is the largest island in Greece, and the fifth largest island in the Mediterranean Sea. It was 
the center of the powerful Minoan civilization from about 2700-1420 BC, when a powerful 
volcano on a nearby island almost destroyed us. Since Crete is far from the Greek mainland, we 
have always had our own cultural traits.  
 
In the time of the Roman Empire, Crete had a special place in the shipping business. If ships 
wanted to take a little extra risk and shorten their distances between Egypt and Rome, they 
could use Crete instead of hugging the mainland. Consequently, we have many sailors who live 
in Crete. Our society is pretty rough.  
 
Paul wrote his letter to Titus in the mid-60’s AD, when Nero’s reign as emperor was nearing an 
end. Nero was a big supporter of the arts and public works, and was a good politician, but his 
time as emperor was turbulent. And violent. According to one historian, he blamed the 
Christians for the great fire in Rome and had many of them burned alive. His time as emperor 
ended when one of his generals rebelled. Nero was the first emperor to commit suicide.  
 
Actually, the lying brutish glutton reference is a little joke we have in our church. Our church 
has been so plagued with struggles that Paul and Titus came to help us. Paul didn’t get to stay 
long, but he left Titus. In order to give him some guidance, Paul later sent a letter to him to give 
him information about how to lead us1 
 
Titus certainly faces a lot of challenges as he deals with our little church. It’s a good thing he has 
been Paul’s understudy for at least two decades. I can tell he is going to need all of his 
experience and wisdom as he deals with us. I was a little apprehensive when he gathered us 
together to read Paul’s letter, but in retrospect, it was the right thing for him to do. 
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Although he addresses the letter to Titus, Paul says that the purpose of the letter is to further 
the faith and knowledge of God’s people. As Titus reads the letter to us, we understand Paul 
has words for us that are for our own benefit. The letter reminds me of the letter that Paul 
wrote Timothy, the letter you know as First Timothy. Paul showed a copy of that letter to the 
elders of our church when he was here. 
 
Paul reminds Titus that elders must be blameless. That doesn’t mean we have to be sinless, just 
that we consistently act godly. Paul goes on to add additional qualifications for elders, such as: 
be faithful to his wife, have obedient children, not be overbearing or quick-tempered, or 
violent.  He must encourage others by his sound doctrine and be able to refute those who do 
not teach sound doctrine.  
 
Just as Timothy is having to deal with false teachers, we are having to do the same. We are still 
having to deal with Jewish Christians who maintain that Christians must follow the laws of 
Moses, and we are having to deal with teachers who teach that physical things are evil. We can 
often tell which teachers are false just because they are doing it for personal financial gain. 
Sound familiar? 
 
Paul insists that Titus teach us how to behave in accordance with true doctrine. This may seem 
self-evident to you, but to Cretans, the Christian notions of good behavior seem a little bizarre. 
Remember, we are evil brutes and lazy gluttons, supposedly. That may be over-stated, but we 
certainly grew up in a society known for drunkenness and sexual excesses. We have to be 
taught to behave in ways that seem obvious to you.  
 
Older men are supposed to be temperate and self-controlled. Young men are supposed to be 
self-controlled, serious, and have integrity. Older women are to teach the younger women to 
love their husbands and children, and to be self-controlled and pure. As Titus reads those 
words, I can tell that we elders will need to spend hours in prayer and discussion to even begin 
to have an understanding of what it means to be self-controlled, have integrity, and love family 
members.  Maybe we should use Paul’s following words as a guideline. 
 
Say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions while we wait for the appearing of Jesus. Maybe 
that is a good rule-of-thumb…always behave in such a way that if Jesus appears, you will not be 
ashamed of what you are doing. Makes me sad when I say that, because we Cretans are not yet 
ashamed of doing anything that sounds like fun.  
 
Paul knows us to be contentious people, so he reminds us that we need to be subject to the 
authorities over us…not just governmental authorities, but all authorities in our lives. We are to 
be peaceful and considerate…quite the opposite from the reputation we have. 
 
Paul’s next words brings all of us to our knees. Perhaps Titus has heard these words before, but 
we have not. Let me tell you exactly what Paul writes: “But when the kindness and love of God 
our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of 
his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he 



poured out generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his 
grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.”2 
 
So, there you have the Gospel in a nutshell. We Cretans are so far away from being able to 
understand these things. Mercy? Grace? Holy Spirit? Titus has his work cut out for him…but… 
he has been specially gifted by Holy Spirit to bring us into God’s Kingdom. 
 
As we hear Paul’s next instructions, we look around the room at a few people who have 
pretended to have authority, and think of others who chose not to join us for the reading of the 
letter.  
 
Paul says that divisive people are self-condemned. Titus is to warn them not more than twice, 
and then have nothing to do with them. How does Paul define divisive?  They cause foolish 
controversies and arguments over genealogies and the law. We are used to hearing these 
arguments, and feel shame that we have so often been led astray. 
 
There is a subtle warning in Paul’s final words to our church. He says for us to learn to be 
devoted to doing what is good. Why? In order to provide for urgent needs and not live 
unproductive lives.  
 
A good rule-of-thumb…always behave in such a way that if Jesus appears, you will not be 
ashamed of what you are doing. That means we know Jesus will come back and appear to us.  
That is our blessed hope.   
 
Well, just like the Thessalonians and other Christians, many of us are so sure that Jesus will 
come back soon, that some of us are just sitting around waiting for him to appear. Rather than 
being productive so that we can help others, we are depending on the church to meet our 
needs. And by needs I mean, everyday basic needs. We’re not doing a thing. Paul definitely is 
putting an end to that kind of behavior.  
 
Paul ends his letter with some personal comments to Titus. He tells him that he will soon send 
Artemas or Tychicus to replace him. When he does, Titus is to meet Paul at Nicopolis, where he 
will winter. I’m sure you remember that the ships cannot safely sail in the winter.   
 
Paul asked Titus to tell us that those who are with Paul send their greetings.  And he personally 
greets those who love him in the faith of Jesus. See? I grin when I read that last line. I’ve heard 
how prickly Paul was early in his career. Now, he knows that many, many people love him. 
 
So, what eventually happened to all of us Cretan Christians who were supposed to have always 
been liars, evil brutes, and lazy gluttons?3  

 
2 Titus 3:4-7 NIV 
3 Christiansincrete.org 

 



There were Cretan Jews in Jerusalem who were converted to Christianity on Pentecost.4 About 
three decades later, Paul was in Crete when being taken prisoner to Rome.5 So, Paul was not a 
stranger to Crete when he and Titus came to help our church. It appears from the writings of 
Eusebius that the church in Crete flourished through the second century. By the eighth century, 
there were more than 70 churches in Crete. The letter that you know as Titus certainly had 
good long-term effects on God’s Kingdom on Crete. No longer the capital of liars, evil brutes 
and lazy gluttons. 
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