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Sixteenth Century with John Knox. While he had to deal with the development of potential 
leaders in his ministry service, he did not have to deal with the development of key tenets of 
the faith. Today’s Messianic congregational leaders do. While we benefit from the great 
theological and congregational traditions of Judaism and Christianity (mostly 
Protestantism), because the Messianic movement is largely unestablished and is still first 
generation, seeing new leaders raised up is going to be a very difficult job, especially in the 
midst of much doctrinal development and debate. Many of today’s Messianic leaders have 
already served in some kind of Christian ministry, or have ministerial backgrounds in their 
families, and a few have Jewish Rabbis in their family background. This is often more of a help 
than not. The questions asked largely concern those numerous independent groups and 
fellowships which just seem to pop up out of nowhere, and whether the leadership of these 
assemblies really has a calling for spiritual leadership, or are simply people with a dynamic 
personality who are in charge. 
 

 
10 For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, especially 
those of the circumcision, 11 who must be silenced because they are upsetting 
whole families, teaching things they should not teach for the sake of sordid gain. 
 
1:10 Vs. 10-16 summarize much of what Titus will need to see corrected among the 

Messiah followers on the island of Crete, having been instigated by a particular group. Paul 
informs his friend, “For there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and 
deceivers, especially those of the circumcision party” (ESV). The present tense Eisin 
indicates that the presence of the troublemakers was a present reality for the Cretan 
Believers, and not just a warning of a potential problem. There were pollai [kai] anupotaktoi, 
“many rebellious people” (NRSV) or “insubordinate” (Moffat New Testament) persons who 
needed to be dealt with. They could have been similar to the opponents Timothy had to 
encounter in Ephesus (1 Timothy 1:3-11; 6:3-10; 2 Timothy 2:14-18), although to what degree 
they could be associated with those in Acts 11:2 and Galatians 2:12 can be debated. 

Generally speaking, it is easier to compare the troublemakers Titus will have to stop in 
Crete, with the description Yeshua gives of some scribes and Pharisees in Mark 7:1-23.48 
These were people who were more concerned with various teachings and traditions of 
human origin (v. 14), which actually took adherents away from the clear imperatives of 
God’s Law. One may also think of Paul’s previous assertion of fallen man in Romans 1:21-22, 
where he writes, “For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give 
thanks, but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened. 
Professing to be wise, they became fools.” The Cretan troublemakers are “full of 
meaningless talk and deception” (TNIV), with Witherington observing, “They are deceived 

 
48 Stibbs, in NBCR, 1184. 
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deceivers, unbelieving yet claiming to be believers. Their minds and consciences have been 
defiled, and they are thereby further defiled by false teaching.”49 

What can be known about the problematic segment of deceivers on Crete? What is 
stated in Paul’s letter to Titus is that they advocated some inappropriate things stemming 
from Jewish lore (v. 14), involving some kind of genealogies (3:9). They practiced some kind 
of asceticism (v. 15), and probably taught various non-Biblical stories like the false teachers 
in Ephesus (1 Timothy 1:4). Yet, when seeing a commentator like A.M. Stibbs say that they 
were “propagating teaching which has its roots in Judaism,”50 this judgment could be a little 
too quick, because given the reference we see about “Jewish myths” (v. 14), the deceivers 
were not promoting teachings normative to synagogue life and instruction. On the contrary, 
while their teachings would have Jewish elements to them, they would be more along the 
lines of speculations that could easily gain them a following; the troublemakers are clearly 
anupoktaktos, “not made subject, independent” (BDAG).51 Knight actually concludes, “[it is] 
most likely in the sense that they are unwilling to be subject to God and his law.”52 As we 
will see, whether or not what the troublemakers pushed was a coherent series of teachings, 
or more along the lines of vain ramblings, is difficult to fully ascertain (although the latter 
seems to be likely). 

Why does Paul make the point of referring to the Cretan troublemakers as hoi ek tēs 
peritomēs or “those of the circumcision” (NASU)? In what way is “circumcision” actually 
used here? Is this just supposed to mean “those from Judaism” (HCSB), “Jewish converts” 
(REB), or was it that these people advocated ritual proselyte circumcision and conversion to 
Judaism, on the part of non-Jewish Believers? 

During Paul’s relief mission to Jerusalem (Acts 11:27-30), Titus had accompanied the 
Apostle, and the leaders of the assembly did not at all force him to undergo ritual 
circumcision (Galatians 2:3), as his Greek ethnicity did not bar him from receiving the 
gospel and being redeemed. Here in the letter Paul writes to him, some 15-17 years had 
probably passed since this time. Is it possible that as a leader of the ekklēsia that Titus could 
have been circumcised for other reasons, such as it being the memorial sign of the 
Abrahamic Covenant, and as a voluntary gesture of goodwill toward the Jewish Believers? 
Abraham was given the promise of offspring and of land by God before being circumcised 
(Genesis 12:2-3; 13:14-17)—only to be circumcised at a later point in time as he continued in 
that covenant (Genesis 17:10-14). While Abraham was called into covenant with God in 
uncircumcision, he later underwent circumcision (Romans 4:9-12). Is it possible that Titus 
could have undergone the physical operation of circumcision in a similar manner? 

I personally used to think that it was possible for Titus, at a developed stage in his faith, 
to have undergone a kind of medical circumcision—not for any kind of salvation or 

 
49 Witherington, 121. 
50 Stibbs, in NBCR, 1184. 
51 BDAG, 91. 
52 Knight, 296. 
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proselyte conversion. The challenge with this is that the First Century Jewish and Greco-
Roman worlds were largely devoid of seeing circumcision as a medical procedure; 
circumcision was viewed as a sign of Jewish ethnicity. For these two broad cultural groups, 
one side saw circumcision as identity (largely as a result of the Maccabean crisis), and 
another saw circumcision as defacement of the body. I am inclined now to think that Titus 
was probably not physically circumcised when Paul wrote to him, largely due to the social 
issues present in the First Century, which knew of no medical circumcision as is commonly 
seen today. However, were Titus living in our world where circumcision can be 
recommended for penile hygiene and not for religious and/or cultural reasons exclusively, 
then going through with it would not have been that taboo. 

So, is there any significance with designating the opponents on Crete as 
“circumcision”? Did they really advocate proselyte circumcision of the non-Jewish 
Believers, or is “circumcision” just a synonym for “Jewish”? Witherington actually feels, 
“The situation here seems somewhat similar to that in Galatia with the Judaizers.”53 

Not all commentators are agreed that “circumcision” is just a reference to ritual 
proselyte conversion, though, as they feel that the focus of the troublemakers is more on 
their strange and aberrant teachings. Fee states, “it does imply that the threat from Judaism 
is no longer, as formerly, about circumcision (e.g., Galatians), but involves some subtleties 
in other areas that are described in vs. 14-16,”54 directing readers’ attention to what is 
actually said in the letter. D. Edmond Hiebert thinks that the Cretan opponents “were 
gnosticizing Judaists who as professed Christians sought to fasten onto Christianity various 
aspects of Judaism and to present the hybrid as a teaching containing higher philosophical 
insights.”55 Mounce similarly concludes, “The heresy certainly had Hellenistic/gnostic 
elements in it, but its basic makeup was Jewish.”56 

The trouble is, as we have observed in our previous Colossians study (2009) and in our 
examination of 1 Timothy, the degree to which there was an organized Gnosticism versus a 
proto- or incipient-Gnosticism needs to temper how far any Gnostic-style teachings could 
have circulated in Crete. That there were speculative elements within fringe branches of 
First Century Judaism is something that can be recognized, given the wide variety of extra-
Biblical literature, some of it being good, and some of it a little questionable. It is unlikely 
that the Cretan troublemakers would be able to stir up division and problems if all they 
advocated were mainline Jewish traditions. 

1:11 Whatever the troublemakers specifically said, what Paul tells Titus in v. 11 is that 
what they had been doing was entirely inappropriate, and its results were not good: “they 
must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole families by teaching for base gain what 
they have no right to teach” (RSV). To what degree, though, was upsetting “whole 

 
53 Witherington, 122; Dunn, in NIB, 11:865 draws the same basic conclusion. 
54 Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 178; also Marshall & Towner, 195. 
55 Hiebert, in EXP, 11:432. 
56 Mounce, 396. 
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households” (NIV)57 occurring? Elsewhere in the Pastorals, we see the tactic of false teachers 
going from home to home (2 Timothy 3:6-7; cf. 1 Timothy 5:13). 

Were the troublemakers pushing things that would lessen the influence of a father and 
mother with their children? It has been suggested that the problem with the prohibition of 
marriage mentioned in 1 Timothy 4:1-3, that ending existing marriages might be a 
possibility here,58 although more is at stake in Crete and marriage might not even be in view 
at all in v. 11.59 There is no emphasis in Crete, like there was in the Ephesian false teaching, 
on the resurrection having already taken place (2 Timothy 2:18). The best way for us to look 
at oikous might be in terms of home-based congregations, and not families. Marshall & 
Towner acknowledge, “it is probable that the household would have been the place in which 
the local church gathered for worship and instruction,”60 and those who craved an influence 
attended meetings. 

The troublemakers “must be silenced” or their “mouths must be stopped” (KJV), with 
the verb epistomizō meaning “to put someth. on the mouth” (BDAG).61 This is much stronger 
than what is seen elsewhere in the Pastorals (1 Timothy 1:3-4; 2:11), as these Cretans would 
need to have their mouths covered up or capped. But how was this to take place? Were the 
opponents to be stopped by means of reasoning with them and teaching them—or just 
“shutting them up”? Warnings were to be issued to the troublemakers (3:9-11; cf. Matthew 
18:15-18; 1 Corinthians 5:1-13), so we can rule out an immediate ex-communication or 
expulsion from the assembly. 

Going into various homes or home congregations, what the opponents wanted was 
some kind of “gain,” with kerdos just meaning “gain, profit, advantage” (LS).62 The Good News 
Bible actually calls this, “the shameful purpose of making money.” Making gains or profit at 
any cost was a common feature of ancient Cretan society, as attested by the Roman historian 
Polybius: 

“In all these respects the Cretan practice is exactly the opposite. Their laws go as far as 
possible in letting them acquire land to the extent of their power, as the saying is, and 
money is held in such high honour among them that its acquisition is not only regarded as 
necessary, but as most honourable. So much in fact do sordid love of gain and lust for wealth 
prevail among them, that the Cretans are the only people in the world in whose eyes no gain 
is disgraceful....[T]he Cretans...owing to their ingrained lust of wealth are involved in 

 
57 Grk. holous oikous. 
58 Knight, 298. 
59 Marshall & Towner, 192. 
60 Ibid., 196; also Towner, 697. 
61 BDAG, 382. 
62 LS, 429. 
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constant broils both public and private, and in murders and civil wars, they regard this as 
immaterial...” (The Histories 6.46).63 
 

 
12 One of themselves, a prophet of their own, said, “Cretans are always liars, evil 
beasts, lazy gluttons.” 13 This testimony is true. For this reason reprove them 
severely so that they may be sound in the faith, 
 
1:12 Anyone who encounters Titus 1:12 should honestly be able to see how this is one of 

the most intriguing verses in the Apostolic Scriptures. What is intended by Paul’s assertion, 
“One of the Cretans, a prophet of their own, said, ‘Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy 
gluttons’” (ESV)? The statement made about Cretans is often attributed to Epimenides, who 
was a Sixth Century B.C.E. poet, and what is said would have been a well-known sentiment 
expressed about Crete in the ancient world.64 The difficulty that some interpreters have 
with the quotation, from a pagan appearing in the Bible, is not necessarily the source, but 
instead how what is said might be intended as an ethnic slur.65 

Titus 1:12 is not the first place where Paul used the local philosophy to make an 
important point to an audience (Acts 17:28; 1 Corinthians 15:33). The assertion that Cretans 
were lazy buggards who were evil liars was an axiom used by others as well. One of the 
oldest records of what Paul says is found in Callimachus’ Hymn to Zeus 1.8, “Cretans are 
always liars,”66 dating to the Third Century B.C.E. In ancient times the Greek verb Krētizō, 
“to play the Cretan” (LS),67 meant in effect “to lie” or “to cheat.”68 The sentiment of the Roman 
Senator Cicero was that “The Cretans...think that armed robbery is an honourable 
occupation” (The Republic 3.9.5).69 Historically speaking, Crete was not a place known for 
having wild animals (Pliny Natural History 8.83), and so instead it was thought that the 
people of Crete assumed this role.70 

The quotation from Epimenides serves to demonstrate how the false teachers or 
troublemakers Titus will need to see stopped, embody the base instincts of those on the 
island of Crete, not that all Cretans were bad people. Knight describes, “Paul is not making 
an ethnic slur, but is merely accurately observing, as the Cretans themselves and others did, 

 
63 Polybius: The Histories, trans. W.R. Paton, Loeb Classical Library edition (1922-1927). Accessible online at 

<http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Polybius/home.html>. 
64 Consult summary in Marshall & Towner, pp 199-201. 
65 Smith, in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2144. 
66 Stanley Lombardo and Diane Raynor, eds., Callimachus: Hymns, Epigrams, Select Fragments (Baltimore and 

London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), 3. 
67 LS, 450. 
68 This is similar to how Korinthiazomai or “to live as a Corinthian” in Greek had become synonymous with 

“to practice sexual immorality.” 
69 Cicero: The Republic and the Laws, trans. Niall Rudd (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 63. 
70 Mounce, 398. 
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how the sin that affects the whole human race comes to particular expression in this 
group.”71 Marshall & Towner indicate, “the author categorises the movement as one which 
will take believers back into an extremely ungodly (‘Cretan’) life which is the antithesis 
of...[what] faith in Christ has freed them.”72 They further summarize what this lifestyle is: 

“[T]he Cretan reputation was a history of inter-city wars, piracy and selfishness. Some 
religious rites local to Crete which sanctioned homosexuality were despised as coarse. All of 
this made Crete a place well-known for rough and dangerous behaviour.”73 

To a particular extent, Epimenides’ claim “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy 
gluttons,” could remind us of the common phrase used today: “What happens in Vegas stays 
in Vegas.” It is not as though all people who live in the city of Las Vegas or the state of 
Nevada are evil and are engrossed in ungodly activities; but the worldwide reputation of Sin 
City does speak for itself (i.e., the 1998 film Very Bad Things). 

More problematic for some readers of v. 12 is not that a local figure is quoted to make 
an important ethical point; it is that this figure is labeled as prophētēs or a prophet. Stibbs 
actually concludes, “In remarkable language Paul calls him a prophet and...endorses his 
testimony as true. This affords scriptural authority for believing that in some small degree 
Gentile nations have had their own prophets.”74 At the same time, Epimenides called a 
“prophet” might be more in the sense of “an interpreter, declarer” (LS),75 and he would be a 
“prophet” in a very loose sense, being a person who long ago could see the problems in 
society and sense their obvious outcome—not too unlike how social scientists and 
psychologists of today are able to predict various changes in the world. Marshall & Towner 
think that instead, “The language may therefore simply reflect his common reputation. 
Nothing requires us to think that the author of the epistle regarded him as prophet in the 
biblical sense.”76 This actually finds some support from Aristotle, whose view was actually 
that Epimenides could interpret past things, not predicting the future: “Epimenides did not 
practise divination about the future; only about the obscurities of the past” (Rhetoric 
3.17.10).77 

Still, we cannot entirely rule out the possibility that the Cretan Epimenides was 
considered a “prophet,” in that he was able to predict the future. The high priest Caiaphas is 
actually considered to have “prophesied,” in that he accurately predicted the future, not that 
he was an actual prophet: 

“But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, ‘You know 
nothing at all, nor do you take into account that it is expedient for you that one man die for 

 
71 Knight, 299. 
72 Marshall & Towner, 192. 
73 Ibid., 202. 
74 Stibbs, NBCR, 1184. 
75 LS, 704. 
76 Marshall & Towner, 199; also Towner, 700. 
77 Aristotle: Rhetoric, trans. W. Rhys Roberts (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2004), 153. 



THE PASTORAL EPISTLES FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 276 - 

the people, and that the whole nation not perish.’ Now he did not say this on his own 
initiative, but being high priest that year, he prophesied that Yeshua was going to die for the 
nation” (John 11:49-51). 

Obviously, though, the Biblical role of a prophet includes much more than making 
accurate predictions, and neither Epimenides nor Caiaphas were really figures who called 
people to repentance of their sins before an Eternal Creator.78 

Epimenides’ claim about the low ebb of morality present in Crete is not quantitatively 
different from the enemies of the cross Paul speaks of in Philippians 3:19: “whose end is 
destruction, whose god is their appetite, and whose glory is in their shame, who set their 
minds on earthly things.” Here in v. 12, as Towner details, Paul “submits a challenge to the 
Cretan religious mind, using the words of a Cretan prophet about religious lies and ungodly 
behavior, on which he will build with alternative and remedial truth claims (e.g., 2:11-14; 
3:4-7).”79 A Cretan local is not quoted in the letter to Titus simply so Paul (and/or his 
amanuensis) can impress him with knowledge; he is appealed to in order to get the Cretan 
Believers to think and consider the poor spirituality of the troublemakers. 

1:13 Following up with an explanation on “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy 
gluttons” (v. 12), Paul says “He [Epimenides] has surely told the truth! Therefore rebuke 
them sharply, so that they will be sound in the faith” (TNIV). As the troublemakers would be 
opposed, the hope is expressed that they would become sound or healthy (Grk. verb 
hugiainō; cf. 1 Timothy 1:10; 6:3-4). Whether this would actually work is difficult to say, but 
it is not as though the opponents in Crete were simply to be removed from the assembly, as 
they were to be first approached in the effort for them to abandon their negative pursuits. 
Pheme Perkins thinks, though, that it was unlikely that those causing problems would 
actually be stopped: 

“Rhetorically this satirical form of characterizing an opponent must exaggerate 
common stereotypes...V. 13 holds out the possibility that the harsh method of moral 
pedagogy might restore such persons to health, but the argument from national character 
and the concluding ‘unfit for any good work’ (v. 16) do not suggest that he anticipates much 
success.”80 
 

 
14 not paying attention to Jewish myths and commandments of men who turn 
away from the truth. 
 
1:14 What the troublemakers in Crete are said to have been pushing were “Jewish 

myths or...merely human commands” (TNIV). This would not be referring to the Torah 

 
78 For further consideration, consult the author’s thoughts on Acts 16:6-40 on the demon-possessed woman 

that Paul and Silas encountered in Philippi, in his commentary Philippians for the Practical Messianic. 
79 Towner, 703. 
80 Perkins, in ECB, 1443. 
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itself, nor to mainline synagogue Judaism of the First Century, as the Torah as Holy 
Scripture is hardly something that the Apostle Paul would refer to as a “myth.” This is not 
the first time that human ordinances have been spoken against by him (Colossians 2:22),81 
which may be the closest clue we can see as to what kind of false teaching circulated in 
Crete. Marshall & Towner inform us that the main thrust here is that “the false teaching [is] 
human and therefore inferior to the apostle’s teaching which is truth from God.”82 

David H. Stern renders v. 14 with “Judaistic myths or to the commands of people who 
reject the truth” (CJB). His interpretation of what is said is, “I do not believe these myths 
were part of normative non-Messianic Judaism, but rather that they expressed the 
Circumcision faction’s preoccupation with the trappings of Judaism...that is, imitative of 
Judaism without actually emanating from normative Judaism.”83 He goes further and argues 
that the “circumcision” group was largely non-Jewish. From his perspective, the problem 
present in Crete was that non-Jewish people were trying to act Jewish, but were not really 
so. We should appreciate his assertion that the myths present were not the standard 
Judaism one would find in the Synagogue of the time, but it is doubtful that the actual 
problem in Crete was the circumcision status of the non-Jewish Believers, with myths 
somehow being representative of the troublemakers’ misinterpretation of Jewish 
teaching—and not representative of speculative elements instead. 

In referencing Ioudaikois muthois Paul is not criticizing Judaism in general, especially 
given the rich heritage of the Tanach (Old Testament), religious liturgy and worship style, 
and leadership style that the First Century ekklēsia directly inherited from the Synagogue. 
Instead, whatever muthos is, is to be viewed as being outside the mainstream, and perhaps 
the later reference to “genealogies” (3:9) is similar to its usage in 1 Timothy 1:4, where 
exaggerations and embellishments on various Tanach figures are in view. Knight suggests, 
“It is likely...that the ‘myths’ here are concocted stories related to the ‘genealogies’ spun out 
from those given in the OT.”84 

The kinds of myths that the Cretan troublemakers would have been introducing could 
have been along the lines of the kind of speculative stories that one can find in some parts of 
the Pseudepigrapha.85 Mounce thinks that this “refers to stories the opponents had created 
around minor OT characters, stories that contained their secret knowledge,”86 which would 
primarily be figures who are only mentioned once or twice in the Tanach, but for whom 
there was a large amount of data in various works compiled long after the time period they 
lived. Towner further observes, “it is probable that the Jewish-Christian opponents were 

 
81 “which all refer to things destined to perish with use)—in accordance with the commandments and 

teachings of men?” (Colossians 2:22). 
82 Marshall & Towner, 206. 
83 Stern, 655. 
84 Knight, 300. 
85 Dunn, in NIB, 11:866. 
86 Mounce, 400. 
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creating speculative doctrines based on stories of ancient OT heroes and using them to lend 
the weight of antiquity to certain questionable practices that Paul regarded as ungodly.”87 
Far be it from using the Torah or Tanach properly as a guide for ethics and living holy (1 
Timothy 1:7-11), the Cretan troublemakers used it inappropriately to promote their own 
interests. 

As various myths and made up stories about Biblical figures would be pushed, so would 
entolais anthrōpōn, various “commandments of people” (WBC).88 Mounce states that this 
“refer[s] to human-made laws in distinction from what God intends,”89 and one can see 
echoes of the mitzvat anashim of Isaiah 29:13 present here (cf. Colossians 2:22; Mark 7:7; 
Matthew 15:9). The troublemakers, then, were not pushing “Torah observance” onto the 
Cretans, but instead their own rules and regulations that ultimately subtracted from the real 
purpose of God’s Law. Their human commandments replaced the far more important 
ordinances of God, and as Knight describes, “‘commandments of humans’...[are] put in place 
of obedience to God and what he requires.”90 

What so-called “commandments” were actually pushed by the Cretan troublemakers? 
Towner notes how “Jesus employed the term [‘commandments of men’] in order to contrast 
the Jewish obsession with rites of purification with the real thrust of God’s law (Matt 15:9; 
Mark 7:7).”91 Witherington similarly thinks, “It would appear that the commandments have 
to do with purity rules...”92 In Mark 7:3-4 the issue in play is a rigorous man-made ritual 
handwashing, rigidly enforced at the expense of other, more critical Torah instructions of 
respect. Testament of Asher 7:5 may shed some light on the circumstances in Crete: “For I 
know that you will be thoroughly disobedient, that you will be thoroughly irreligious, 
heeding not God’s Law but human commandments, being corrupted by evil.”93 
 

 
15 To the pure, all things are pure; but to those who are defiled and unbelieving, 
nothing is pure, but both their mind and their conscience are defiled. 16 They 
profess to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him, being detestable and 
disobedient and worthless for any good deed. 
 
1:15 In v. 15 we see the only sizable clue given to us regarding the human 

commandments advocated by the Cretan troublemakers: “To the pure, all things are pure.” 
Paul goes on to describe these individuals as being “corrupt and unbelieving...their very 

 
87 Towner, 705. 
88 Mounce, 394. 
89 Ibid., 401. 
90 Knight, 301. 
91 Towner, 705. 
92 Witherington, 124. 
He considers it to be “Jewish halakah, the so-called tradition of the elders.” 
93 Kee, “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 818. 
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minds and consciences are corrupted” (RSV). Whatever they did to consider themselves 
katharos or “clean,” was of absolutely no effect in helping their attitudes or spirituality. 

To what degree is 1 Timothy 4:4 in view, and the prohibition on eating meat that the 
false teachers in Ephesus pushed? Does the Cretan problem reflect more of the Colossian 
false teaching, which advocated the more general, “Do not handle, do not taste, do not 
touch!” (Colossians 2:21)? In Ephesus, some kind of quasi-Edenic lifestyle was being touted, 
whereas an errant human philosophy that tried to appease the elemental spirits was 
practiced in Colossae. For some reason or another, the troublemakers on Crete were staying 
away from things that they thought would contaminate them, when the real spiritual battle 
is not necessarily for ritual purity, but instead for one’s spirit and mind not being 
influenced by evil thoughts and ideas. The Jewish philosopher Philo offers some excellent 
thoughts to keep in view in examining what v. 15 says about whatever was occurring on 
Crete: 

“And the law says, ‘Let everything which a man that is unclean has touched be also 
unclean as being polluted by a participation in that which is unclean.’ And this sacred 
injunction appears to have a wide operation, not being limited to the body alone, but 
proceeding as it would seem also to investigate the dispositions of the soul, for the unjust 
and impious man is peculiarly unclean, being one who has no respect for either human or 
divine things, but who throws everything into disorder and confusion by the immoderate 
vehemence of his passions, and by the extravagance of his wickedness, so that everything 
which he touches becomes faulty, having its nature changed by the wickedness of him who 
has taken them in hand. For in like manner the actions of the good are, on the contrary, all 
praiseworthy, being made better by the energies of those who apply themselves to them, 
since in some degree what is done resembles in its character the person who does it” (Special 
Laws 3.208-209).94 

Paul’s assertion panta kathara tois katharois is sometimes connected to Peter’s vision of 
the sheet (Acts 10:9-15), but the issue there is not the reversal of the dietary laws of the 
Torah, but instead is the cleansing of all people via the sacrifice of the Messiah (Acts 
10:28).95 In a place like Mark 7:15, “there is nothing outside the man which can defile him if 
it goes into him; but the things which proceed out of the man are what defile the man,” the 
issue is how external cleanliness is far less important compared to moral cleanliness—but 
no one can see any negation of how being physically clean is still important. The point is 
that outside things really cannot corrupt those who are pure inside, as one will just 
inevitably become ritually unclean in the daily affairs of life, perhaps just by touching 

 
94 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 615. 
95 Similarly, in Romans 14:20, the issue in view is what was eaten during fellowship meals of the Roman 

Believers, and how a sector of Jewish Believers would not eat the meat that was koinos or “common” (Romans 
14:14). 

Consult the remarks on Romans 14 appearing in the author’s commentary Romans for the Practical 
Messianic. 
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various things. The issue of v. 15 is moral and spiritual purity, and as Stern rightly asserts, it 
is “to be taken as a statement about ‘priorities’ within the framework of Torah, not altering 
the laws of taharot but establishing purity of minds and consciences as more important.”96 

It is to be expected that there are a variety of commentators who do favor kosher eating 
being a factor in v. 15.97 Mounce summarizes this view with, “Paul’s Jewish Christian 
opponents would have been teaching that a morally pure person is still made unclean by 
eating unclean foods or by touching any defiled thing.”98 Interestingly enough, though, is 
that nowhere in the text are the terms “food” or “meat” to be found. And, if kosher eating is 
the actual issue of v. 15, then it is notable that Paul would have just associated kashrut law as 
being a Jewish myth and composing commandments of human, not Divine origin (v. 14). 
Interpreters like Marshall & Towner, who favor the Torah’s dietary laws being a part of the 
Cretan troublemakers’ deception, are a little cautious, stating, “The ‘Jewish’ classification is 
more suggestive of food rules, but the question remains open.”99 Even Mounce has to 
acknowledge that a more general issue is in play, noting, “Paul’s opponents were evidently 
teaching that one could attain ritual purity by following the ascetic laws.”100 But, nowhere in 
the Torah are the kosher dietary laws defined as a kind of asceticism, as asceticism (which 
can involve things like intense fasting and total abstinence from sexual intercourse) is often 
employed to induce various spiritual experiences (cf. Colossians 2:18), not just be a part of 
normal everyday activities. 

Not all see “To the pure, all things are pure” as a reference to kosher being a major part 
of what the Cretan troublemakers were pushing, but as Hiebert indicates, what is instead in 
view in v. 15 are some kind of “ceremonial distinctions”101 otherwise undefined. Knight 
further explains, “Paul is not dealing here with OT ceremonial laws of impurity, which did 
not deal with moral impurity but with things that God declared ceremonially impure so that 
they might serve as object lessons for spiritual matters.”102 But, Knight really does not know 
what do to with v. 15, Acts 10:15 and Peter’s vision are noted, and he might hold to the view 
that the prohibited animals in the dietary laws represented certain types of people, a view 
expressed in some parts of the Second-Fourth Century Church. However, Knight does 
rightly recognize the human commandments in view (v. 14) to be “not commandments of 
Moses.”103 Towner’s thought on v. 15 is actually much clearer, as he concludes, “the Jewish 

 
96 Stern, 656. 
97 Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 181; Marshall & Towner, pp 207-208; Dunn, in NIB, 11:866; Towner, pp 706-

708. 
98 Mounce, 401. 
99 Marshall & Towner, 209. 
100 Mounce, 401. 
101 Hiebert, in EXP, 11:434. 
102 Knight, 302. 
103 Ibid., 304. 
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character of the teachers is more prominent in Titus, though, to be sure, laws of ritual 
purity may have encompassed more than simply foods.”104 

There may never be any resolution as to what v. 15 really refers to in terms of what the 
Cretan troublemakers were specifically advocating. With “Jewish myths” (v. 14) associated 
with what they were doing, what was taking place probably had more similarities to the 
Colossian error where self-abasement was involved in appealing to the elemental spirits and 
worship of angels (Colossians 2:18-19). Whatever the troublemakers were staying away 
from did not help their ethics or morality; they were still stirring up families and/or home 
assemblies, and as Knight rightly puts it, “They are trusting in their asceticism to make 
them pure, but this [is] reliance on oneself...”105 Fee further asserts how “They obey human 
commands, but they are disobedient to God himself,”106 which is not exactly a description 
of the kosher dietary laws given by God, nor does this describe giving kosher a higher place 
than the more important Torah instructions of morality and ethics and appropriate 
interaction among people. 

All of those who read v. 15 are agreed how “Everything is clean to those who have clean 
minds” (Phillips New Testament), as the defilement of a person does not begin with the 
outward things we may encounter, but with the heart of a person.107 There are certainly 
physical sins which can not only render a person ritually unclean according to the Torah, 
but also spiritually and ethically corrupt. Nowhere in Paul’s epistles does he allow Believers 
to commit idolatry or sexual immorality, as though such physical practices do not affect a 
person spiritually. The kind of cleanliness in view in v. 15 would have been an over- or 
hyper-sensitivity to daily interactions that would have been normal to people in the home 
or workplace, and in the troublemakers stirring up problems and division over what were 
not monumentally important issues in the larger scope of one’s salvation. At the very most, 
if kosher eating were a factor within whatever the Cretan opponents were pushing, it would 
have been a misuse or over-emphasis on it at the expense of more critical Biblical teachings. 
Even if the troublemakers considered themselves spiritually enlightened Jews, they were 
actually no better off than the stereotypical Cretan (v. 12). 

1:16 Whatever the opponents Titus would have to see stopped in Crete advocated, they 
were ungodly deeds that demonstrated themselves to not be of God. Paul concludes, “They 
profess to know God, but they deny him by their works. They are detestable, disobedient, 
unfit for any good work” (ESV). Given the usage of “know” (Grk. oida), here, is a kind of 
Gnosticism being refuted? Hiebert suggests, “Their claim may be pride in assumed Jewish 
religious privilege or an expression of the Gnostic claim to an esoteric knowledge of God.”108 
What Guthrie expresses might be more the actual situation in view: “Since the Cretan 

 
104 Towner, 706 fn#128. 
105 Knight, 302. 
106 Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, 182. 
107 Marshall & Towner, 210. 
108 Hiebert, in EXP, 11:434. 
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heresy was strongly Jewish, it is more reasonable to suppose that Judaistic pride in 
monotheism here is in mind.”109 The Cretan troublemakers were self-assured of their right 
standing before God because of their Jewish ethnicity (v. 10), and were not worried about 
never “knowing” Him. In contrast, the Tanach is clear that those who truly know God are 
those who accomplish good (Hosea 8:2-3) and are concerned with positive acts of kindness 
(Jeremiah 22:16). The main action of these persons would have instead been their greed (v. 
11) and self-delusion. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
109 Guthrie, Pastoral Epistles, 202. 
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