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Paul’s Letters to Titus and Philemon 

Titus 

 
Titus 1 
 
V1 – Titus was another man mentored by Paul. Older than Timothy and less sensitive, he was the 
pastor of one of the churches on the island of Crete. Titus was not circumcised (Galatians 3:2) and 
therefore he was probably a Gentile. Paul began his pastoral letter to Titus by reminding him of his 
position as an apostle, chosen by God even as the elect were chosen by God.  
 
V2 – Before the beginning of time itself, before God laid the cornerstone of the universe, and before 
man had even fallen from grace, the God who cannot lie promised that His people would enjoy 
eternal life.  
 
V3 – In recent decades that promise had been made complete in the work of Jesus Christ. The Lord 
had long promised that those who loved Him would rise from the dead. Yet for all of human history, 
every dead man had stayed in the ground.  Despite the promise, such holy men as Moses, David and 
Jeremiah rotted in their graves. The Greek explanation was that though the body of a good man 
decayed, his soul lived on. As good and widely accepted as that explanation seemed to be, however, 
it was not God’s promise. The Old Testament knew little distinction between the material and 
immaterial parts of man (body and spirit). Resurrection to a follower of Jehovah in the land of Israel 
meant a bodily resurrection or it meant nothing at all. A few were raised from the dead in the Old 
Testament (1 Kings 17:17-24, 2 Kings 4:35, 13:21) but by all accounts were raised to their previous 
states (mortal bodies) and died again later.  
 
When Jesus finally came, the promise of God looked dim. His perfect and miraculous life showed the 
world that, like Elijah, He was a great prophet of God. His death showed that He was ultimately 
rejected by the political and religious authorities just like they were. However, His resurrection 
showed that He was altogether different than anyone who had come before. Jesus rose; His body 
transformed from mortal to immortal. For the first time in history, God had showed that real 
resurrection, bodily resurrection, could and did happen. Because Jesus rose again, those who are in 
Him will too.  
 
The story was amazing, and God committed the passing of this story, the turning point in history and 
eternity, to Paul. 
 
V4 – God had also committed the telling of this gospel to Titus, Paul’s son in the faith. The apostle 
then gave him grace, mercy and peace from the Lord. 
 
V5 – Crete was on the periphery of the Greek civilization, and did not have a good reputation. The 
gospel is for the whole world, however, and so Paul left Titus in Crete to minister there. He was to be 
a pastor and a regional minister, setting up leadership and administration in the churches on the 
island.  The most important single part of setting up good administration in churches, or any other 
organization, is finding and using the best people. 
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VV 6-7 – It is interesting that Paul spent so much time and ink describing the characteristics of good 
leaders to Titus and Timothy. An elder was to have a good reputation, a “one woman man”, and able 
to control his household (children and servants) well. Selfishness, hot temperedness, drunkenness, 
violence, and greed in church leaders would shame the church and cause others to revile the Lord.  
 
V8 – On the contrary, a leader in the church must practice hospitality to those in the church and to 
other saints who may be visiting. He must be able to recognize and to appreciate good character and 
want to be around such people. The man of God must be discerning and thoughtful in his words and 
deeds. He must value justice and determine to do what is right regardless of the cost. He must 
understand that he, and the church as a whole, is set apart to the service of God. 
 
V9 – Finally he must be well versed in the Scriptures, understanding the word and intent of the Lord 
in His book. He must then be able to apply the word of the Lord to daily life, use it for evangelism, and 
give reasons for his faith against the skeptics. His knowledge should be so deep and his reason so 
clear that he is able to convince honest-minded questioners. 
 
V10 – There is no end to people who have something to say, but much of what is said is worthless, 
falling to the ground without power or even knowledge. Such words can deceive the unwary, and 
most people are unwary about the things of God. In this case, false teachers promoting a distortion of 
Judaism were deceiving the people of Crete.  
 
V11 – The mouths of the uninformed but open minded can be stopped from spouting foolishness with 
reasoning and logic.  The mouths of the malicious can only be stopped by the work of God, either 
changing their hearts through the Spirit or removing them from the earth. This verse does not 
condone violence against those with whom Christians disagree.   
 
VV 12-13 – Epimenides was a Greek poet from Crete in the sixth or seventh century BC. His book, 
Cretica, contains the passage which Paul is quoting here. The apostle used this quotation to refer to 
the character of the Cretan false teachers who were troubling the church in Crete. He was not making 
a bigoted reference to the Cretan population as a whole.  
 
V14 – The false teachers liked to use ancient Jewish fables to give their words a faux-authority. They 
also used the commandments of prominent men to buttress their fatuous teachings.  
 
VV 15-16 – Those made pure by the work of God have clarity of mind and can understand the truth. 
Those who are impure, remaining in their own sin, have cloudiness of mind and cannot discern the 
commands of God. They may claim to know Him, but their works are selfish and evil, grasping glory 
for themselves rather than giving glory to the Creator. They are never to be trusted.  
 
Titus 2 
 
V1 – Unlike the false teachers, Titus was to speak only things consistent with sound doctrine. This 
applied not only to his teaching from the pulpit but to all of his words. Idle words, words without 
meaning and words which are false, are subject to the judgment of God (Matthew 12:35-37).  
 
V2 – Just as different people have different roles and responsibilities before their Creator, so people 
of both sexes and in different stages of life have different roles and responsibilities before Him. These 
roles and responsibilities are equal in value before Him and therefore equally important.  
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Throughout the Roman Empire in first century, some older men held positions of societal power, 
wealth and esteem. Even those who did not were esteemed simply because they were older men. 
Such men in the Church needed to prove themselves worthy of such esteem. They were examples to 
others and made decisions that directly affected the lives of others and therefore needed to be careful 
and serious. They needed to clearly understand the will of God and be dedicated to do it with love. 
 
V3 – Older women did not hold the same positions as men did, and therefore Paul’s admonitions to 
Titus about them were different. Gossip, false accusations and even drunkenness were problems 
within this group at the time, and the apostle spoke against them. On the contrary, older women were 
to live lives set apart to the Lord, with obvious godliness in their conduct. They were to spend their 
time teaching younger women out of their own rich knowledge and experience.  
 
VV 4-5 – Younger women in the Roman culture were assumed to be married and to have children 
since most did. As a result, Paul’s encouragement targeted their greatest needs and responsibilities. 
Christian women needed to be mature and of good character. Being “discreet” suggests self control, 
while being “chaste” refers to modesty in appearance and action.   
 
Since the relationship between husband and wife is the most important in the family, wives were told 
to love and obey their husbands. They were also to love their children, and to take care of them. Most 
believers were not wealthy nor of the highest classes, especially in the relative backwater of Crete. 
Therefore most Christian families did not have professional tutors and other servants. Schooling was 
primarily done at home, as were the vital duties of cooking, keeping house, and the like. Paul’s main 
desire was that Christians would be seen as godly and virtuous people so that the name of God 
would not be dishonored.  
 
V6 – Young men, often given to self indulgence, were to be virtuous and to have self control. 
 
V7 – Since Titus still fit into the category of “young men”, Paul continued his discourse on what Titus 
needed to do as an example of what all young men should do. They needed to be consistent in good 
works that others might see a pattern of godliness in their lives. They needed to have sound doctrine 
and to live their words.  
 
V8 – Both the words and actions of young men were to be without reproach. Many in ancient Rome, 
and in modern times, wish to condemn Christians, but believers must live such lives that their would-
be accusers would be put to shame.  
 
VV 9-10 – Paul moved on to another group which was prominent in the early church, the slaves. The 
concept which was used to justify slavery was that some men were inherently inferior and were 
therefore destined to be slaves. Other men were inherently superior and were therefore destined to 
be free. There had always been the temptation for slaves to disobey their masters, but if both parties 
believed in this inequality of man, there was a conceptual basis for slaves to obey. 
 
Christian slaves, knowing that before the Lord they were equal to their masters, did not share the 
conceptual basis for obedience, and therefore may have been more likely to disobey, to answer 
defiantly, or even to steal. This would disrupt the Roman social order and bring censure upon the 
Church. Though Paul cared about temporal matters such as just politics and a fair economic order, he 
was more concerned with eternal matters such as the glory of God and the salvation of man. To have 
made the destruction of slavery his primary focus would have meant taking the focus off of the work 
of Jesus Christ. The apostle’s admonition for slaves to honor and obey their masters was not to justify 
slavery but to promote the spread of the gospel. 
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VV 11-12 – The grace and salvation of the Lord has been offered to all men. Those who accept His 
grace will avoid behavior that is unworthy of God and will learn to desire what He wants rather than 
what their sinful impulses lead towards (Psalms 37:4). 
Since God made us for a specific purpose before Him, our greatest joy will be found in fulfilling that 
purpose. Thus He desires for us what we would have desired had we but understood how we were 
really created and what we really wanted.    
 
VV 13-14 – Doing all of the things listed in this chapter is, for sinful humanity, impossible. We would 
be right to despair had Christ not come, bringing His Spirit, and made godliness attainable. Eventually 
He will come again and bring all things, including us, to perfection. 
 
V15 – The things which Paul had just told Titus were the words of God. Titus was to use them 
relentlessly and in every way in God’s service. He was not to let anyone stop him.   
 
Titus 3 
 
VV 1-2 – Whether the governmental authorities were competent or incompetent, just or unjust, 
followers of Christ were to obey them. The only exception was if the authority commanded believers 
to do something directly opposed to the command of God (Acts 5:28-29). Instead of spending their 
time and energy figuring ways to disobey the government, Christians were to engage in every kind of 
good work. Instead of defaming the government and speaking evil (βλασφημέω blasphēmeō – rail against, 

abuse, denounce, with a connotation of a feeling of hatred) of political leaders, Christians were to speak the 

truth of and to principalities and powers, and speak evil of no man. 
 
Believers would do well to follow the example of Christ. He never spoke against Caesar, Herod, or 
Pontius Pilate. He neither opposed Rome nor spoke against any particular civil ruler. His criticism of 
religious leaders, who provided some civil government, was primarily aimed at reforming their 
character; not at changing a specific policy.   
 
Many of the same concepts apply to the relationships between a believer and other people, believers 
or not. Followers of Jesus should act as Jesus did. He spoke gently to most people, encouraging 
them to believe in Him. He spoke harshly to a few, such as the Pharisees and other religious leaders. 
But even then Christ did so in the hope of their repentance and restoration, not from a spirit of hatred. 
Even while carrying the crossbar of His cross, Jesus proclaimed forgiveness for those who were in 
the process of killing Him (Luke 23:34). 
 
V3 – Paul admonished Titus to teach his congregation to remember the state they were in before the 
Spirit changed them. In context he is talking about Cretans, but these are the standard characteristics 
of man, not unique to any race or nationality. Without the restraining influence of the Holy Spirit, we 
would only worsen in our attitudes and conduct. William Golding’s Lord of the Flies chillingly 
describes human nature without restraint. The closest we can come to righteousness on our own is 
weak, fitful, and confused. It is no exaggeration to say that God saves us from ourselves.  
 
Modern Christians must learn the same. Why should we mistreat others when we ourselves are so 
flawed? We feel justified in judging others’ foolishness, disobedience to God, confusion, selfishness, 
and hatefulness, and fail to recognize that we do the same ourselves.  
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VV 4-5 - The only Man who could justly judge, Jesus Christ, did so sparingly, preferring to heal, feed, 
teach and encourage those He encountered.  Rather than condemn His people, He washed them 
(λουτρόν loutron – taking a bath) and renewed (ἀνακαίνωσις anakainōsis - renovation) them. 
 
VV 6-7 – Jesus Christ provided man the perfect picture of what godly righteousness looked like. Then 
He died, taking in Himself the penalty for our evil. 
Finally He rose again, breaking the power of the sinful nature and of death for all those who are in 
Him; those He has chosen.  Since the power of evil is broken and the Holy Spirit is living in 
Christians, they now have the spiritual power to be righteous. Such power transforms believers, 
providing godliness and eternal life. 
 
His gifts to us are abundant (πλουσίως plousiōs – rich and overflowing). When Jesus cleanses us, He 

plunges our souls into warm clear water, deep and fresh. Every spec of dirt, every crust of mud, every 
bit of filth floats away from our skin and is gone forever. When He renews us, He tucks our souls into 
a soft, warm bed, puts us into a deep, sound sleep, and wakes us gently to the cool light of power, 
hope and opportunity. Our eyes are clear, our mind is fixed on Him, and our muscles are strong for 
the coming day.  
 
V8 – Christianity is not a faith of words only, but of power (1 Corinthians 2:4, 4:19-20, 1 
Thessalonians 1:5, 2 Timothy 1:7). We normally think of this power in terms of mighty miracles.. 
However, the primary result of the power of the Spirit is the changed lives of the saints. It is the 
working of the Holy Ghost in the day to day activities of believers that most manifests the power of 
God. Even in such mighty times as the days of Moses, of Elijah, and of Paul, miracles were rare 
compared to the slow but sure progress made by ordinary children of God in advancing His work. 
Jesus spoke directly of this truth when shortly before His death He told His disciples that they would 
do greater works than what He had done. Limited by a human body, Jesus could only minister to a 
few. When manifest in the lives of millions of saints, He could minister to billions.  
 
Paul told Titus that he and those in his congregation should focus on good works. These good works, 
the inevitable result of the indwelling Spirit and of godly thoughts, manifested His power.  
 
V9 - They were not to waste time bickering, whether among themselves or with those outside the 
church, about things that did not matter. Such things included unimportant questions of philosophy 
(how many angels can dance on the head of a pin?), genealogies (listen to me because I am of the 
tribe of Benjamin), and arguments about the Law (what work, exactly, can a person do on the 
Sabbath day?). 
    
VV 10-11 – Despite the best teachings, some people would join the church and then fall away, 
persisting in foolish and ungodly beliefs. Sinful actions would soon follow, confusing other members 
of the church and ultimately dividing the congregation. Since we are all vulnerable to confusion and 
sin we should not reject such people immediately. Rather leaders in the church (such as Titus) 
needed to pray intensely for that person and then encourage them to return to sound doctrine and 
good works. Depending upon their response, another admonition may be useful.  
 
If the person in question rejected the encouragement and warning of the church, he was to be 
removed from the fellowship. He is himself condemned unless he repents, and his presence will lead 
to the condemnation of others.  
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V12 – Octavian founded Nicopolis (“City of Victory”) in 28 BC to commemorate his victory in the battle 
of Actium (31 BC). It is on the Adriatic Sea in southeastern Greece, and since its successor city, 
Preveza, rarely gets below 37 degrees, it is a good place to spend the winter. 
 
V13 – Zenas was probably an expert in Roman Law. Apollos is probably the same man who is 
mentioned in 1 Corinthians (1:11). He was born in Alexandria and was renowned as an outstanding 
speaker and teacher of the Holy Scriptures.   
 
V14 – In a parting note, Paul again addressed the importance of good works. 
 
V15 – Paul was hospitable and typically had many visitors.  
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Philemon 
 
Background – Philemon was a wealthy Christian from Colossae who probably encountered Paul 
during the apostle’s ministry in Ephesus.  Perhaps Philemon was a merchant in Ephesus for 
business.  Onesimus, whose name meant “useful” in Greek, was Philemon’s slave.  Onesimus had 
somehow wronged Philemon, probably by stealing something, and had run away to Rome where 
Paul was under house arrest (about 61-63 AD).  Paul wrote this letter to tell Philemon what he should 
do in this case and to convince him to do it. 
 
VV 1-3 -  Paul began his letter not by calling himself an apostle as he usually did but by calling 
himself a prisoner, thus approaching Philemon as a friend and reminding him of the terrible hardships 
that he, Philemon’s spiritual mentor, had endured for Christ.  Paul also greeted Philemon’s wife 
Apphia, his son Archippus (see notes on Colossians 4:17), and the members of the church that met in 
Philemon’s house.  By addressing the letter to both his biological and his spiritual families, Paul 
ensured that many people would know of the situation and his recommended solution, holding 
Philemon accountable and teaching the church in this matter.  
 
VV 4-5 – Paul reminded Philemon and his other readers that he took great pleasure in their faith, 
love, and service to the Lord in the Church.  He also reminded them that he prayed for them often.  
 
V6 – He also prayed that the fellowship (κοινωνία koinōnia – joint participation in all of life, intimacy, 

communion) of Christians in the church of Philemon would be made effective (ἐνεργής energēs – active, 

powerful).  This would happen as Philemon and his believing brethren came to fully understand the 
wonderful things that Christ had put within them.   
 
V7 - Philemon had been a wonderful source of joy and comfort to the saints.      
 
VV 8-9 – Paul could have used his authority as an apostle of Jesus Christ, as Philemon’s spiritual 
mentor, as an example of Christian faithfulness, and as an older man to tell Philemon how to handle 
the situation with Onesimus.  Instead as a result of Philemon’s proven character and maturity in the 
Lord, Paul was confident that he would do the right thing if he simply told him what he should do. 
 
V10 - Onesimus may have met Paul in Ephesus, since for a slave to flee all the way from Colossae to 
Rome in the first century he must have been accustomed to travel.  Roman slave catchers were 
ubiquitous in the Empire and so that Onesimus, having seen Christian charity in his home, fled to the 
Christians in Rome.  He may have been looking for Paul.  Perhaps he thought the apostle could help 
him after his impulsive flight, for he was in great danger.  Alternately, he may have fled to Rome to 
fade into the capital’s slave population.  During his time with Paul, Onesimus accepted the Lord. 
 
V11 – Though Onesimus bore the name “useful”, as did many slaves in first century Rome, by his 
actions he proved that he was actually useless to his master.  Since he became a Christian under the 
minister of Paul, he had become useful, finally true to his name, both to Paul and Philemon in 
ministry.   
 
V12 - Under Roman law, Onesimus had to be returned to his master and tried for his crime.  Paul, a 
prisoner himself, could not have sent Onesimus back to Philemon if the slave had been unwilling.  
With his new faith, Onesimus knew that he had to return to his master and face the consequences for 
his actions. 
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He did so on his own free will, unlike the shackled return he would have faced if caught by slave-
catchers.  To minimize his chance of capture, he probably traveled back to Colossae with Tychichus 
who was delivering the epistle to the church there (Colossians 4:7-9). 
 
VV 13-14 – Onesimus and Paul had grown close during his stay in Rome and the apostle wanted him 
to stay with him providing valuable service.  As a recognized leader in the church, Paul could have 
motivated the Christians in Rome to protect Onesimus from capture and therefore keep him without 
Philemon’s permission.  However, Paul wanted Philemon to grant Onesimus his freedom. 
 
VV 15-16 – Paul suggested that the Lord may have used the entire episode to secure Onesimus’ 
salvation and ensure that he and Philemon, his former master and Christian brother, would be 
together forever in the Master’s service. Verse 16 is therefore the crux of Paul’s request, that 
Philemon free Onesimus.   
 
V17 – Philemon honored Paul as his mentor in the Lord, and Paul told Philemon to honor Onesimus 
as he would Paul himself.   
 
VV 18-19 – These verses suggest that Onesimus violated the law in some way besides simply 
running away.  Some commentators that he took something from Philemon, and that matter still had 
to be settled even if Philemon freed him.  Rather than ask Philemon to simply take the loss, Paul 
offered to repay Philemon for anything Onesimus took.  The apostle does mention, however, that 
Philemon owed Paul his very salvation.  Paul had already given Philemon more than Onesimus could 
ever have stolen.   
 
V20 – Freeing Onesimus would keep unity in the church and encourage Paul. 
 
V21 – Paul asked Philemon to grant Onesimus his freedom, but how much better if Philemon also 
enthusiastically accepted him as a partner in ministry.  Even better would be if the Onesimus matter 
was the catalyst for a spirit of forgiveness throughout the church.   
 
V22 – Paul hoped to be able to visit Colossae and stay with Philemon. 
 
V23 – See notes on Colossians 4:10-14.  Paul’s reconciliation with John Mark would serve as a good 
example of the reconciliation that Philemon could have with Onesimus.   
 
 


