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Titus 3:8-15 “Good Works Versus Foolish Controversies” October 2, 2016 
2 Kings 2 
Psalm 102 
 
Read 2 Kings 2 
 
The geography of this passage is crucial to its meaning. 
 They start at Gilgal – near the Jordan River. 
 The LORD sends Elijah to Bethel – in the hill country of Ephraim. 
 Then to Jericho – by the Jordan (not far from Gilgal). 
 And finally across the Jordan into the territory of the Ammonites and Moabites. 
 
And then after Elijah is taken up into heaven, 
 Elisha returns across the Jordan to Jericho, 
 and from Jericho to Bethel – 
  retracing the path of Elijah. 
 
And also retracing another path: 
 the path that Israel had taken into the promised land in the book of Joshua. 
 
Israel crossed the Jordan River at Gilgal. 
 Israel’s first great victory was at Jericho. 
 Israel’s second great victory was at Bethel. 
 
In a very real way, Elijah and Elisha are reenacting the Conquest. 
 Elijah is the prophet who met with God at Mt Horeb (like Moses). 
 Elisha (whose name means “God saves”)  

is like Joshua (whose name means “Yahweh saves”) 
 Elijah goes out of the land – and is taken up into heaven 
  at the same place where Moses had died. 
 Elisha then enters the promised Land precisely where Joshua had entered. 
  And then Elisha performs mighty deeds at Jericho and Bethel, 

the two cities where God had given Israel victory. 
 
The episode at Bethel is especially important. 
 We’ll be looking at Titus 3 –  

and how Paul insists on the importance of good works, 
in contrast to “foolish controversies.” 

 How is Elisha’s dealings with the 42 “small boys” not a foolish controversy? 
 I am disappointed at the translation in verse 23. 
  When it says “small boys” the word there can also be used  

of those who serve and assist the priests in a temple. 
  We should not think of these bears mauling 42 little boys. 
  These are 42 temple servants in the service of the golden calf at Bethel. 
 
  They are mocking Elisha because they have rejected the God of Israel. 
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Elisha has been given the spirit of Elijah – 
 and his mission is to complete the work that Elijah had begun. 
What was that work? 
 That work was given to Elijah by the LORD at Mt Horeb in 1 Kings 19:15-18: 
 “And the LORD said to [Elijah], 
  ‘Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus. 
  And when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael to be king over Syria.  
  And Jehu the son of Nimshi you shall anoint to be king over Israel, 
   and Elisha the son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah  

you shall anoint to be prophet in your place. 
  And the one who escapes from the sword of Hazael shall Jehu put to death,  
  and the one who escapes from the sword of Jehu shall Elisha put to death.  
  Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel,  

all the knees that have not bowed to Baal,  
and every mouth that has not kissed him.” 

 
 Elisha will finish the work that Elijah began – 
  the second conquest of Israel – 
  the destruction of idolatry – the destruction of Baal worship in Israel. 
 
The book of Kings describes a kingdom where things are not as they should be. 
 We can appreciate that –  

because we still live in a world where everything is upside down. 
 
The title of Psalm 102 read: “a prayer of one afflicted,  

when he is faint and pours out his complaint before the LORD.” 
 
When things are not as they should be,  
 then you need to learn how to complain. 
 
No, do not grumble – do not murmur against the LORD! 
 But complaining is a good thing! 
 In Psalm 102, the Psalmist first pours out his complaint to the LORD. 
   A good complaint is directed  

to someone who can do something about the problem! 
   We often grumble to each other about problems – 
    but we do not bring our complaints  

to those who can actually make a difference. 
  Second, the Psalmist brings his complaint in faith. 
   The reason why we bring our complaint to God 
    is because we are convinced that he can do something. 
   He is the King.  
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Sing Psalm 102 
Read Titus 3 
 
Our passage is book-ended by two calls to good works: 
 “The saying is trustworthy, and I want you to insist on these things, 
  that those who have believed in God  

may be careful to devote themselves to good works.” (v8) 
 

“And let our people learn to devote themselves to good works…” (v14) 
 
Paul has been saying this all through the book of Titus. 
 He even identified himself as an apostle of Jesus Christ, 
  “for the sake of the faith of God’s elect and their knowledge of the truth, 
   which accords with godliness” (1:1) 
 The false teachers and those who follow them  
  “are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work” (1:16) 
 Paul tells Titus, “Show yourself in all respects a model of good works.” (2:7) 
 And he says that Jesus redeemed us from lawlessness and purified us for himself, 
  “a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works” (2:14). 
 And in 3:1, he says that all Christians should be “ready for every good work.” 
 
So one could reasonably argue that Paul’s epistle to Titus 
 has as its central focus how Christians are to be devoted to good works. 
 
Indeed, if I am going to be faithful to Paul’s command, 
 I must insist that you devote yourselves to good works. 
  
Does that sound exhausting? 
 What if your religion required you to spend three hours every day 
  in focused religious devotion and practice? 
 And then on Saturdays and Sundays, you had to spend six hours each day. 
 
 But for the devotee of baseball, basketball, and football,  

that is exactly what is required! 
  
 Why is it so easy for them? 
  It doesn’t come naturally. 
  It comes from practice – 
   from habit. 
 
 Just like shopping – 
  just like computer games – 
  no devotion just “happens.” 
 
When Paul says that we should be devoted to good works, 
 he is saying that we need to develop the habit of doing good – 
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  of denying ourselves, taking up our cross, and following Jesus. 
 
The difference between our selfish habits 
 and the holy habits of true good works  
  is found in what Paul has said in verses 3-7. 
 
“For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray,  

slaves to various passions and pleasures,  
passing our days in malice and envy,  
hated by others and hating one another.” 

 
While the details of verse 3 vary from person to person and culture to culture – 
 this describes all of humanity. 
We were slaves to various passions and pleasures – 
 led astray by the devices and desires of our hearts. 
 
“But when the goodness and loving kindness of God appeared”  
  (in the incarnation of Jesus Christ) 
 “he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, 
  but according to his own mercy,” 
  (salvation belongs to the LORD – he is the one who saves!) 
 “he saved us…by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, 
  whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior” 
  (Holy habits have their root and origin in our regeneration by God’s Spirit) 
 “so that being justified by his grace  

we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life” 
 
But here’s the problem. 
 We are saved by God… 
 We are justified by grace… 
 We have received the washing of regeneration… 
 
 But those old habits and practices don’t just vanish with a “poof.” 
 
Like Paul quoted from the ancient Cretan saying in chapter 1, 
 “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons… 
  Therefore, rebuke them sharply that they may be sound in the faith.”  
In the same way, 

“Americans are materialistic, self-absorbed, and obsessed with technology.” 
 And I need to rebuke you for that – so that you may be sound in the faith! 

 
1. Those Who Have Believed in God Should Devote Themselves to Good Works 

(v8a) 
8 The saying is trustworthy, and I want you to insist on these things, so that those who 
have believed in God may be careful to devote themselves to good works.  
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2. What Does This Mean? Well, Let Me Show You the Contrast: 
a. Being Devoted to Good Works Is Excellent and Profitable (v8b) 

These things are excellent and profitable for people. 
 
But these things – these good works that flow from faith – 
 are excellent and profitable for people. 
 
Why is it excellent and profitable to be devoted to good works? 
 Because the practice of doing good is excellent and profitable. 
 Our habits are important.  
 The things that we are devoted to – 
  those practices that we do over and over again – 
   reveal where are hearts are focused. 
 
And you can see what Paul means by comparing good works 
 with the four things that he says are “unprofitable and worthless”: 
 

b. Four Things That Are Unprofitable and Worthless (v9) 
i. Foolish Controversies 

ii. Genealogies 
iii. Dissensions 
iv. Quarrels about the Law 

9 But avoid foolish controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and quarrels about the law, 
for they are unprofitable and worthless. 
 
Avoid – shun – stay away from – four things: 
 First, avoid foolish controversies. 
   This is a very broad category! 
   Paul uses the same phrase in 2 Timothy 2:23 – 
    when he warns Timothy against foolish, ignorant controversies – 
     because they breed quarrels. 
   What qualifies as a foolish controversy? 
    Any controversy that does not edify and build up others. 
 
   One of my favorite proverbs is Proverbs 26:4-5 – 
    “Do not answer a fool according to his folly, 
     lest you be like him yourself. 
    Answer a fool according to his folly, 
     lest he be wise in his own eyes.” 
 
   How are you supposed to answer a fool? 
    Proverbs says that it depends. 
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    What kind of fool are you dealing with? 
   Well, that takes wisdom! 
    If you have to get down in the mud in order to answer him, 
     if you have to become like him – 
     then don’t answer – that’s a foolish controversy! 
   So when should you answer a fool? 
   Only when you need to do it in order to prevent him  
    from thinking that he is wise! 
   So, for instance, if you are in a group,  
    and someone is spouting off with nonsense – 
    you may wish to answer him (in order to help others). 
   But if you look around and you can see that it would be more useful 
    simply to change the subject, 
     then, by all means, change the subject – or walk away –  
    and avoid foolish controversy! 
   
 The second thing to avoid is “Genealogies” –  
  in other words, speculating about the religious significance of your ancestors 
   In Paul’s day, Jews often prided themselves on their ability  
    to trace their ancestors back to Abraham. 
   But Gentiles also could engage  
    in something very much like ancestor worship. 
  It’s all nice and good to know that you are descended from so-and-so – 
   but Christians should never engage in controversy  
    over their spiritual forebears. 
  And particularly, Christians should not use such name-dropping  
   as a means of obtaining privilege or preference. 
 
 Paul’s third target is “dissensions” – quarrels, strife. 
  Again – this is a broad target. 
  Dissension and strife is not a good thing! 
   Paul is not saying that Christians can never disagree! 
   But quarreling is never approved in Scripture! 
   When there are differences of opinion, 
   we should be able to work through them in love. 
  If you love God then you will love your neighbor – 
   and if you love your neighbor, then you will listen carefully 
    when others are speaking! 
  As James tells us: “be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger” – 
   and if we are quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger, 
    then our disagreements can be resolved without strife! 
 
 Paul’s final category is a particular kind of quarrel: 
  Quarrels about the law – battles over the Mosaic code. 
  If you read through the rest of Paul’s epistles, 
   this should be clear. 



 7

  In Colossians 2:16-17, Paul says “let no one pass judgment on you  
   in questions of food and drink,  
   or with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath.  
  These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.” 
   In other words, if you want to follow OT food laws, you may. 
    If you don’t want to – then don’t. 
   If you want to follow the OT feasts and rest on Saturday, you may. 
    If you don’t want to – then don’t. 
   Don’t make a big deal – don’t quarrel – about the law. 
  (Of course, if you say that everyone else has to do what you do – 
   that is a problem! 
  So Paul is saying that Theonomists and 7th Day Adventists  
   are making a big deal about little things.) 
   
And this is a problem because these foolish controversies 
  “are unprofitable and worthless.” 
 
Why? 
 They cause division – but they do not promote love and good deeds. 
 
 What promotes love and good deeds? 
   The appearing of God our Savior in Jesus Christ. 
   The washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit. 
   Justification by grace – 
    that results in those who have believed in God 
    being careful to be devoted to good works. 
 

c. What to Do with the One Who Stirs Up Division (v10-11) 
10 As for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then twice, have 
nothing more to do with him, 11 knowing that such a person is warped and sinful; he is 
self-condemned. 
 
In verse 10 Paul speaks of the person who stirs up division (the heretical person). 
 
I once met a man who argued that the reference to genealogies and the law in verse 9 
 meant that Paul was only referring to Judaizers. 
Of course, this man was currently engaged in dividing a church over his own opinions! 
 But since he was not a Judaizer – he could not be guilty of being a divisive person! 
 
But in chapter 1, Paul had spoken of how there were “many who are insubordinate, 
 empty talkers and deceivers especially those of the circumcision party.” (1:10) 
Notice that Paul does not say that they are exclusively of the circumcision party. 
 Paul’s admonition to Titus has broader application.  
 Maybe in Crete, the focus was on Judaizers – 
  but Paul intentionally speaks of the principles  

of how to deal with divisive people. 
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 The word “haeretikon” means exactly what the ESV says: one who stirs up division. 
  It very quickly took on the narrower meaning of “heretic”  
   (one who denies basic Christian doctrine) 
   because denying basic Christian doctrine  
    is one of the worst ways to divide the church. 
 
The heretic – the one who stirs up division – 
 is one who spreads his false teaching and will not listen to his elders. 
 
If a person has false opinions, that does not make him a heretic! 
 It is only if he spreads those false opinions and tries to persuade others – 
  and draws them away from Christ – 
   that is what makes him a heretic (a divisive person). 
 
 This is why I will spend hours and weeks and years  
  working with people who hold to false opinions! 
 You could struggle with the doctrine of the Trinity 
  and I would not call you a heretic! 
 You would only be a heretic if you were “stirring up division”  
  trying to plant seeds of doubt within the church! 
 
 When a person does that, he gets two warnings. 
  Don’t do that again! 
   (In other words, answer a fool according to his folly, 
    lest he be wise in his own eyes). 
  But then uh, he did it again! 
  And then you know – 
   this is the sort of fool that you do not answer according to his folly, 
    lest you be like him yourself! 
 
John Chrysostom said this well around the year 400: 
 Paul “would not have us labor to no purpose, where nothing is to be gained,  

for they end in nothing.  
For when a man is perverted and predetermined not to change his mind,  

whatever may happen,  
why should you labor in vain, sowing upon a rock,  

when you should spend your honorable toil upon your own people,  
in discoursing with them upon almsgiving and every other virtue?”  
 (Chrysostom, 306) 

 
In verses 12 and 13 we see an example of what it means to be devoted to good works, 

as Paul gives Titus a couple of particular tasks. 
 

3. How Can Titus Do Good Works Right Now? (v12-13) 
a. Titus’s Next Task (v12) 
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12 When I send Artemas or Tychicus to you, do your best to come to me at Nicopolis, for I 
have decided to spend the winter there. 
 
In verse 12 we catch a glimpse of the close relationship between Paul and Titus. 
 Titus had been one of Paul’s “interns” – 
  one of a circle of young men  

who had learned from Paul and his traveling presbytery. 
 You see throughout the book of Acts that Paul always traveled  
  with a group of other ministers and friends and interns. 
 Part of their training would include being sent on particular missions 
  with particular assignments. 
 In Galatians we hear that Titus was an uncircumcised Gentile. 
  Paul says to the Galatians that the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem 
   did not require Titus to be circumcised. 
 Then, a couple years later, in 2 Corinthians  

we hear that Titus had been sent to Corinth  
   in order to convey Paul’s warning and exhortation. 
  
 Now, a few years later, Titus has been assigned to Crete – 
  but Paul is sending Artemas or Tychicus to replace him. 
  
You can see a pattern in these handful of references: 
 First, Paul keeps Titus with him – and they travel together – 
  and Titus learns and practices with Paul and Barnabas and Silas. 
 Then Paul sends Titus out on a particular mission to Corinth – 
  a short-term assignment with a particular project. 
 Now, Paul has given Titus a long-term assignment: train elders! 
 
But now, it would appear that Paul wants Titus to finish the task by winter, 
 so that he can come and join Paul at Nicopolis. 
 
The second thing that Paul wants Titus to do  

is help the messengers who brought the letter! 
 

b. Help Zenas and Apollos (v13) 
13 Do your best to speed Zenas the lawyer and Apollos on their way; see that they lack 
nothing. 
 
We know nothing about Zenas – 
 but Apollos is almost certainly the famous Apollos from the book of Acts. 
Apparently they were traveling, 
 and so they offered to carry Paul’s letter to Titus. 
Now we catch a glimpse into early Christian hospitality! 
 When your fellow Christians are traveling, 
  it is your responsibility to care for them  
   and provide for all their needs. 
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 Whatever you can do to help them in their journey you should do. 
  
 This also means that when you are traveling, 
  you need to be willing to accept hospitality! 
 Some people are really good at giving – 
  but they do not want to be a burden to others – 
  so they refuse to receive offers from others. 
 
 My favorite example of this was when Rolf Caylor was at Hospice House. 
  They told him that he couldn’t stay because he wasn’t “actively dying.” 
  He was a life-long bachelor – and he couldn’t go home – 
   and so they were going to send him to a “facility.” 
 I told him that there were people in the church who would be willing to take him. 
 He started down the familiar path: 
  “I don’t want to be a burden…” 
   but the thought of going back to “a facility” was too much for him. 
  “Okay, fine. I’ll admit it,” he said, 
   “I’m a burden…” 
 
Zenas and Apollos will be a burden. 
 Titus must see that they lack nothing as he speeds them on their way. 
 And this is a splendid example of what Paul says in verse 14: 
 

4. Let Our People Learn to Devote Themselves to Good Works (v14) 
14 And let our people learn to devote themselves to good works, so as to help cases of 
urgent need, and not be unfruitful. 
 
Paul had said in verse 12 of chapter 1, 
 “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons.” 
 But that cannot be true of the church! 
 
Or, as I said earlier, 

“Americans are materialistic, self-absorbed,  
and obsessed with technology.”  

 But that cannot be true of the church! 
 
Whose words drive you? 
 What practices shape you? 
  It has been over 30 years since I regularly listened to Vin Scully’s voice. 
 As a boy I would listen to Dodger baseball every summer night. 
 Over the last few weeks, I took a stroll down memory lane – 
  and listened to Vin Scully’s last summer  

after 67 years as the Dodger’s announcer. 
 Sure – it was fun. 
  But what happens when you spend 3 hours a night listening to Vin Scully? 
 



 11

 Think about the way in which sports have become a substitute for religion. 
  We invest our time, our money, our energy  
   in “good works” supporting our favorite teams. 
  We believe that their success will bring us happiness – 
   and their failure will bring us misery – 
  For that matter, cities compete to build great temples for these heroes – 
   where thronging worshipers venerate their idols. 
  
If you are a sports fan,  

I would encourage you to consider how much time you spend on your sports. 
If you are a gamer, 
 I would encourage you to consider how much time you spend on your games. 
 
I’m not saying that sports or computer games are inherently evil! 
 I’m saying that our culture has woven these things into a vision of the good life  
  that is competing with the kingdom of God for your heart and mine. 
  
That’s why Paul says in verse 14 that we have to work hard at this. 
 “let our people learn to devote themselves to good works.” 
  Good works do not happen “naturally.” 
 What comes naturally? 
  “we were once foolish, disobedient, led astray,  
   slaves to various passions and pleasures” – 
  and remember where that led us? 
   “hated by others and hating one another.” 
 
 Good works are a learned behavior. 
  You have to practice them. 
  You have to be devoted to good works. 
 All throughout the day you are faced with opportunities to do good – 
  and temptations to turn away from the good. 
  
 (Or, more precisely, temptations to do the supposed good works 
  that accompany the idolatry of our culture. 
 The good works of our culture  
  would be to watch 12 hours of football on the weekend, 
  listen to Vin Scully every night, 
  play computer games every night, 
  buy the latest shoes and fashions… 
   be a devoted consumer – 
   be a devoted fan – 
  these are the good works of modern religion.) 
 
Why do those things sound so much more appealing to us  
 than doing the good works that Paul talks about? 
Why? 
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 Because Americans are materialistic, self-absorbed,  
and obsessed with technology.  

 We have believed the lies – 
  and we have embraced the practices that form those beliefs. 
 
We have rejected the cross of Jesus. 
We have rejected the way of self-denial – self-renunciation. 
 We see no need to die to self. 
 We much prefer self-promotion! Self-fulfillment!  
 
And the results of our disordered passions and pleasures are disordered relationships. 
Why is there such a crying out for authenticity today? 
 It is because in our quest for love and joy and peace, 
  we have forgotten that without the cross, 
   there is no love or joy or peace. 
 Self-denying love –  
  love that empties oneself for the sake of the other – 
   is a dangerous and perilous adventure. 
 But that is what Christ did for us. 
 
And it is that cross-bearing discipleship that is expressed in Paul’s final greetings: 
 

5. Final Greetings (v15) 
15 All who are with me send greetings to you. Greet those who love us in the faith. 
Grace be with you all. 
 
This final greeting reminds us of the bond that exists between all of Christ’s people. 
 All who are with Paul send greetings to Titus – 
  and for that matter, to all those with Titus “who love us in the faith.” 
 And also there is a hint here that Paul recognized that this letter 
  would be read to the whole church. 
 It is a personal letter – but it is not a private letter. 
  
Because we have been united to Christ  
 we are connected to everyone else who is united to Christ! 
And therefore we are called to a special love for our brothers and sisters in him. 
As Mark Hanson has often said, 
 there are the two great commandments: 
  Love God – and love neighbor – 
 and then there is the new commandment that Jesus gives: 
  love one another as I have loved you. 
 
Yes, we are called to love all people – 
 but we are called to have a special love for those who share a like precious faith. 
 
 


