



Main Idea: Godly leaders who confront error are essential for the health of the church. 

Titus 1:10–16 (ESV) 
10 For there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of 
the circumcision party. 11 They must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole families by 
teaching for shameful gain what they ought not to teach. 12 One of the Cretans, a prophet of 
their own, said, “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons.” 13 This testimony is true. 
Therefore rebuke them sharply, that they may be sound in the faith, 14 not devoting themselves 
to Jewish myths and the commands of people who turn away from the truth. 15 To the pure, all 
things are pure, but to the defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure; but both their minds and 
their consciences are defiled. 16 They profess to know God, but they deny him by their works. 
They are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work. 

A Matter of Spiritual Health
Recently in our house we’ve been dealing with some sickness. As it typically goes in a house 
with kids, one kids gets sick, and then a few days later, another one goes down. And it goes 
that way until whatever disease our bodies are fighting runs its course through our house. 
Jerelyn almost always get some version of it. Sometimes I do as well. Although, holding out 
so far.


Mild sickness means snotty noses and sore throats. Maybe headaches. Our bodies have less 
energy. In some cases, we are unable to do what we normally do until our bodies heal. We all 
know what that feels like. On the other hand, severe sickness brings all kinds of issues with it. 
If the disease is serious enough and it’s left untreated, it could result in death. Some of us 
deal with chronic illness. Living in a constant state of our bodies fighting disease, without the 
ability to get healthy again. If that’s you, you know very well the affects on your body when 
you are unable to get healthy.


So the goal when you’re sick is never to stay sick, right? The goal is always to get better. We 
want to get healthy again so that our bodies are functioning well and we can do what we need 
to do. Today, we are not talking about our physical health. Although that will be a good 
illustration to keep in mind as we go. Today, we are talking about the health of our spiritual 
body—the church. Here’s the main idea I want you to see from this text today…Godly 
leaders who confront error are essential for the health of the church.


The Clear Gospel
About 6 months ago, we left off in the middle of Paul’s thought at the end of v.9

So now we are picking back up on that thought.


Titus 1:9 (ESV) 
9 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. 
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Paul wraps up the elder qualifications in v.5-9 by focusing on the elder’s work. He must hold 
firm to the trustworthy word as taught. This trustworthy word is the gospel and all that goes 
with it. The good news about who God is and what he has done for us in Jesus! I want to 
pause here and be really clear up front on what the gospel is. The good news can be summed 
up in 4 words. God. Man. Jesus. Response.


God is the righteous Creator. He is holy. He made us in his image to be in relationship with 
him under his authority. Man is the sinner. Though created in God’s image, humans wrecked 
the relationship with God by rebelling against his good rule. All humans are now sinners by 
nature, and subject to God’s wrath. Jesus Christ is the Savior. He came to earth as God in 
human flesh—fully God and fully man. He lived a life of perfect obedience. He died on a 
cross, taking God’s wrath as a substitute for all who would believe in him. He rose from the 
grave, conquering death and giving eternal life to his people. 


The right response is repentance and faith. God calls everyone everywhere to turn from their 
sin (repentance) and trust in Jesus (faith) to be saved. Have you done that? If you have not, 
you are still under God’s wrath. You will pay an eternal penalty for your sin. I implore you to 
turn from your sin and trust in Christ alone to save you!


But the gospel doesn’t exist in a vacuum, right? For those of us who are saved—those of us 
who just gathered around the communion table to reflect on this great salvation—the gospel 
affects all of life. Our belief in the gospel shows up tangibly as good works—godliness. 
Sometimes I think we are allergic to talking about good works. Because we know that we are 
saved by faith alone. But we don’t need to be allergic to them—just need to understand 
where they fit. 


Good works are the fruit when the gospel has taken root in our hearts. Godliness is gospel-
fueled good works. Remember, the big theme of the whole book of Titus is that…God’s grace 
revealed in the gospel leads to godliness in the lives of his people. We’re going to need this 
gospel framework to understand today’s passage. Which is what I wanted to drop that gospel 
bomb in the introduction.


Sound Doctrine
In v.9, Paul gives 2 reasons that elders must hold firm to the gospel…“to give instruction in 
sound doctrine” and “to rebuke those who contradict [that sound doctrine]” In chapter 2:1, 
Paul writes…“But as for you, teach what accords with sound doctrine…” That’s for next time. 
But our passage today lands on that second reason that elders must hold firm to the gospel…
“to rebuke those who contradict it” (v.9)


Sound doctrine means healthy teaching. It’s the gospel, and all that it means for life and 
godliness. It’s teaching that unifies and builds up the flock. So the opposite of sound doctrine 
is unhealthy teaching. Teaching that divides and disrupts. Teaching that hurts and burdens the 
flock. This was the situation in the Cretan churches. Lots of churches that lacked godly 
leaders, resulting in a mess.


Paul’s solution is for Titus to “appoint elders in every town” (v.5). The solution is the godly 
authority of godly leaders. Elders who are shaped by the gospel. These elders would protect 



the flock by giving instruction in sound doctrine and rebuking those who contradict that 
sound doctrine. So, in our passage today (v.10-16), Paul explains why it was so important for 
Titus to appoint godly leaders in Crete. Which brings us back to the main idea for today…
Godly leaders who confront error are essential for the health of the church.


For three reasons…

1) They will silence damaging leaders

2) They will rebuke unhealthy teaching

3) They will model true godliness 


Godly Leaders Will Silence Damaging Leaders
You’ll notice that v.10 begins with the word “for.” This is a connecting word, indicating the 
reason why Titus must appoint elders who will rebuke those who contradict sound doctrine. 
You can read it as “because.” Let’s start in v.9, so you see the flow of thought. 

Titus 1:9–10 (ESV) 
9 He [the elder—the godly leader] 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. 
10 For [because] there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and deceivers, especially 
those of the circumcision party. 

There are opponents of the gospel in Crete that must be confronted. Not just a few, but many. 
And they are in stark contrast to the godly elders of v.5-9. What are the characteristics of 
these opponents? Insubordinate—they rebel against established authority. But keep in mind, 
there were no established leaders in these churches yet. So they were rebelling against the 
apostolic message—the gospel itself. Empty talkers—their words are worthless, kind of like 
an idol made of wood or stone. Deceivers—they lead people to believe things that aren’t true 
Then that phrase “especially those of the circumcision party.” We’ll come back to that.


Those rebelling against the gospel professed to be Christians. We see this kind of things 
predicted other places in Scripture. In Matthew 7:15-16, Jesus says, “Beware of false 
prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will 
recognize them by their fruits.” Paul, talking to the Ephesians elders in Acts 20:29-30, says, “I 
know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and 
from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the 
disciples after them.”


And we could list a host of other passages from the NT from Peter, John and Jude. But the 
point of application here is this—some of the greatest danger to the church comes from within 
the church. It is easy to think that the greatest danger to the church is the culture out there. 
But the NT would have us see that the danger from within the church is often worse. Because 
it is truth mixed with error. Enough truth that it sounds plausible, maybe even attractive. But it 
is damning in that it compromises the gospel.


Who helps us guard against this error? Godly leaders. The directive in v.11 here is 
straightforward.




Titus 1:11 (ESV) 
11 They must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole families by teaching for shameful 
gain what they ought not to teach. 

“They must be silenced” has the idea of gagging—preventing speech. They were teaching 
what they ought not to teach with the wrong motives. “Shameful gain” is dishonest gain, 
which is in direct contrast to the elders, who should not be greedy for gain (v.7). These 
rebellious deceivers must not be allowed to teach.They must not be given places of authority 
by which to influence others. They already unofficially held this influence. But now Paul is 
saying that they need to officially not have this influence. 


And the reason why is clear. Their wrong teaching and wrong motives are causing damage in 
the church. Upsetting whole families or households. Which, remember, is how the church 
often gathered—in households. These damaging leaders held enough sway with the churches 
in Crete that they were recognized as leaders, and perhaps even financially supported by the 
churches. If Christians were not only listening to this teaching, but also endorsing it by 
financially supporting it, truth was already compromised. If these damaging leaders are not 
silenced, they have the potential to ruin the churches in Crete. 


If you listen to podcasts, you may be familiar with The Rise and Fall of Mars Hill. It’s the story 
of Mark Driscoll and Mars Hill Church in Seattle, WA. It’s a church that grew to 15,000 people 
in 15 locations, and collapsed almost overnight. It’s a story of spiritually abusive leadership 
driven by lust for power, fame, and money, and everything that came with that. The gospel 
was preached at Mars Hill. Legitimate spiritual transformation was happening at Mars Hill. So 
much so that folks turned a blind eye to the warning signs that were clearly present. But so 
much damage was done by those leaders. So much hurt. 


It’s easy to think…man, I would never fall for that. I would see the signs. Would we though? 
Don’t think something like Mars Hill can’t happen to us. When the end of spiritual 
transformation justifies the means of pragmatism, you’ve already abandoned the truth. And 
personal preference will rule the day. We must not give a platform to those who are divisive. 
Those who rebel against godly authority. Those who shun accountability. Later on in the letter, 
Paul will say in 3:10…


Titus 3:10 (ESV) 
10 As for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then twice, have nothing 
more to do with him, 

Godly Leaders Will Rebuke Unhealthy Teaching
Titus 1:12-13a (ESV) 
12 One of the Cretans, a prophet of their own, said, “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy 
gluttons.” 13 This testimony is true. 

In v.12, Paul quotes from one of the Cretan’s own leaders. There is debate as to who actually 
Paul is quoting, but the point is the same. Crete had a self-recognized bad rap. So much so 
that the Greek word pronounced “cretizo” means “to lie.” To be Cretan was synonymous with 
being a liar. Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Paul confirms this to be true. Cretans 



were lousy. Which is why they (and everyone else) need the good news of Jesus! And these 
damaging leaders were professing to be Christians but acting like Cretans. They were leading 
people away from Jesus!


Paul’s command is clear…“Therefore rebuke them sharply” (v.13). Rebuke has the idea of 
both corrective teaching and stern reprimand. But then he adds “sharply.” This word is only 
used one other time in the NT. 2 Corinthians 13:10—Paul speaking about having to be severe 
with the Corinthians. So rebuking in an unpleasantly stern manner. But the reason for this 
unpleasantly stern rebuke is not to condemn, but to restore “that they may be sound in the 
faith” (v.13). The word “sound” is where we get the healthy idea. The word carries the idea of 
being free from disease. To be healthy. Mounce1 notes that this is a medical metaphor used 
throughout the letters to Timothy and Titus as a way of referring to the right understanding of 
the gospel in contrast to its perversions.


Godly leaders rebuke sharply for the sake of the gospel and the health of the church. They 
don’t rebuke unhealthy teaching to be prideful or vindictive. They do it in hopes of restoring 
whoever is going astray. Humbly, for the purpose of drawing that person back to belief in the 
true gospel. When Paul says rebuke them that they may be sound in the faith (v.13), it is 
unclear exactly who them and they are. Grammatically, it could be either the false teachers or 
the ones they deceived. Arguments can be made for both. We can’t say for sure either way.


Here’s why it matters…Paul wants the entire church to be sound in the faith. It means 
addressing the diseased doctrine anywhere it shows up. Whether it’s those who teach it, or 
those who believe what they teach. Pastorally, that will look different case by case. But the 
unhealthy teaching must be rooted out.


How will you respond if stern correction comes to you? Will you respond defensively and 
pridefully? Or will you respond in repentance and humility? How you respond to correction 
says a lot about your belief in the gospel. I have not personally experienced cancer, but I 
know many people that have. And I know that many of you have experienced it or are 
currently going through it. From what I can tell, the treatment process for cancer is not 
pleasant. But if you have cancer, and it can be treated, you do the unpleasant treatment. 
Why? It might save your life. The goal is to root out the disease. No matter how unpleasant it 
is, you endure it because it’s for your good. Unhealthy teaching is like a spiritual cancer. 
Diseased doctrine is like poison. Godly leaders will rebuke unhealthy teaching so you’ll be 
sound in the faith. Not just sound in your faith. Like personal faith. But sound in the faith—the 
body of truth that goes along with the gospel. The faith that was once for all delivered to the 
saints (Jude 3). Doctrine that’s biblically faithful and useful for life. Sound doctrine. Healthy 
teaching.


What is the Unhealthy Teaching?
Let’s go back to that phrase in v.10 “especially those of the circumcision party” and put that 
together with v.14…“not devoting themselves to Jewish myths and the commands of people 
who turn away from the truth.” Let’s put some handles on this unhealthy teaching—
circumcision party, Jewish myths, and commands of people who turn away from the truth. 
While not specific, we know the circumcision crew means Jewish background. So, Jesus + 
circumcision. And likely other things too—Jewish myths. This all has its summary in the 



commands of people who turn away from the truth, or merely human commands. This is a 
technical term referring to human rules put in place of what God requires. This confuses the 
truth. In Mark 7:6-8, Jesus uses the same term quoting from Isaiah 29:13, “And he said to 
them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, “ ‘This people honors me 
with their lips, but their heart is far from me; 7 in vain do they worship me, teaching as 
doctrines the commandments of men.’ 8 You leave the commandment of God and hold to the 
tradition of men.”” And then Paul echoes that same term in Colossians 2:22 with “human 
precepts and teachings.”


Not God’s commands. Not what God requires of us. Perhaps its good that we don’t know 
exactly what Titus was facing, because it allows us to apply it more broadly. Here’s how I sum 
it up…unhealthy teaching here is teaching that leads us away from Jesus, rather than to 
Jesus. Additions that obscure. In a word, legalism.


Do you know what can lead us away from Jesus? Money, work, marriage, sex, kids, stuff. Do 
you know what can lead us to Jesus? Money, work, marriage, sex, kids, stuff. Uh-oh. That 
means we can’t check boxes to know if we’re healthy Christians. You’re not going to be able 
to tell just by who shows up here on Sundays. Or whether or not you have a drink when you 
go out with your friends.


In Galatians 2, Paul confronts Peter.


Galatians 2:12–14 (ESV) 
12 For before certain men came from James, he [Peter] was eating with the Gentiles; but when 
they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. [that sounds 
familiar!] 13 And the rest of the Jews acted hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas 
was led astray by their hypocrisy. 14 But when I saw that their conduct was not in step 
with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like 
a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the Gentiles to live like Jews?” 

Paul is saying that this is not a matter of behaving differently but believing differently. Peter 
checked the “don’t upset the circumcision party” box. And even got Barnabas to go along 
with him. But Peter was not acting consistently with his gospel belief. There was a disconnect
—this is what legalism does. In his book Titus for You, Tim Chester is on point when he says, 
“Laws and rules that look as if they are about promoting and protecting godliness are actually 
about limiting godliness.”2 Because then godliness is determined by how well we keep those 
particular rules. Whatever boxes we say we should check. But then that means we’re ignoring 
other areas because they’re not part of our rule.


Practically this means we consider ourselves to be godly because we come to church and 
read our Bibles, but we cheat on our hours at work and don’t see an issue. Or I’m godly 
because I never touch alcohol, even though I consistently lose my temper with my kids. 
Chester says, “The irony is this: when we react against some aspects of our culture, and set 
up rules to protect ourselves from them, we ignore other ungodly aspects of that same 
culture. We limit the demands of godliness, reducing it from becoming Christlike to becoming 
a little less like our culture in a few ways.”3 What a poor trade-off! Rather than Christlikeness, 
we get moralism in a couple areas and call it godliness.




We have a lot of conversations about video games in our house. You could say, video games 
can be addictive and they promote laziness; therefore, video games are bad. What would Paul 
say? He (and Jesus) would say the problem isn’t the game, it’s how your heart responds to 
the game. So video games could be bad, or they could be good. And it could change from 
one day to the next. Legalism creates a box and says you’re godly because you don’t play 
video games. Check that box. The gospel says you’re godly when your heart believes that 
Jesus is more satisfying than any video game you could ever play. Legalism says you should 
not do that thing. The gospel says you need not do that thing. Because Jesus is better than 
whatever that thing promises.


Jesus is the grace that appears in Titus 2:12. The grace that teaches us to say “NO” to sin. 
Grace in the gospel is the fuel for godliness. Legalism is not a substitute fuel. That’s like 
putting water in your gas tank cause it’s cheaper. Do that, and I promise you, you will not 
arrive at your destination.


Godly Leaders Will Model True Godliness
This is over against the false godliness of the false teachers.


Titus 1:15 (ESV) 
15 To the pure, all things are pure, but to the defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure; but both 
their minds and their consciences are defiled. 

This seems a bit confusing on the surface. But Paul is using the word “pure” or “clean” in 2 
different ways. Morally and ritually. All things are ritually clean to the morally clean. Similar to 
what Jesus said in Mark 7—it’s not what goes into you that defiles you, but what comes out 
of your heart. Which would have been in contrast to the opponents saying that even those 
who are morally clean, still need to be made ritually clean by doing certain things, and 
avoiding other things. But to those who are morally defiled (unclean) and unbelieving—without 
faith—nothing they do ritually can make them in any way clean. You can do all the rituals you 
want—that won’t change your heart. They were all the way defiled.


Titus 1:16 (ESV) 
16 They profess to know God, but they deny him by their works. They are detestable, 
disobedient, unfit for any good work. 

It’s apparent that these false teachers claimed to be Christians. And their claim lands with a 
dull thud. Detestable, disobedient and unfit for any good work is not what you want on your 
Christian resume. If the main theme of Titus is that God’s grace revealed in the gospel leads 
to godliness in the lives of his people, v.16 is the exact opposite of that. Rather than gospel-
fueled good works, these false teachers were not fit for any good work. No godliness here. 
Really v.16 acts as the hinge verse for the whole letter. Paul has now established the need for 
leaders and the serious problems in Crete. One of those problems is the claim that what you 
believe is not related to how you live. Paul will spend a significant portion of the rest of the 
letter arguing for why obedience must flow from belief in the gospel. 


Here is the age-old accusation of hypocrites in the church. See—they say they’re Christians, 
but then they don’t act like it. If you’re not a Christian, you have a legitimate argument there. 



Christians who don’t act like Christians actually hinder our gospel witness. I talk a lot about 
the difference between confessional belief and functional belief. I can say I believe something, 
but what I do reveals what I actually believe. Paul Tripp, in his book Do You Believe? says…
“The truths you actually believe are the truths that you live…truth not lived is truth not 
believed.”4 You cannot profess to know God, and then deny him by what you do. You cannot 
say you believe the gospel, and then not have grace-fueled godliness show up in your life. 


We cannot be a church that says we believe the gospel, and then be ok when that gospel 
belief doesn’t result in a grace-fueled godliness in our relationships with each other. Godly 
leaders help us here, because they model true godliness, rather than counterfeit legalistic 
godliness. Leaders show us the way. All of us need models of godliness to follow. And that 
will be Titus 2. Godly (shaped by the gospel) leaders (plural; more than one) who confront 
error (not passively standing by) help the church grow in godliness which glorifies God. 


Godly leaders who confront error are essential for the health of the church.


______________________
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