
Creekside Community Church 
“Good News about Good Works,” Paul’s Letter to Titus 
December 13, 2015 
John Bruce – Pastor 

Learning to Do Good 
Titus 3:14 

The New Testament uses the story of how God delivered Israel from their long slavery in Egypt as a picture of how 
He saves us from our long slavery to sin.  He saved the Israelites wholly by grace – through what He did rather than 
by anything they did.  They were slaves of the Egyptians for 400 years until God sent Moses to deliver them, just as 
we were slaves of sin until God sent Jesus to deliver us.  God saved Israel through mighty miracles in the land of 
Egypt; 10 great plagues which convinced Pharaoh to let God’s people go, just as God saved us through Christ’s 
death on the cross and miraculous resurrection from the dead.  But Israel isn’t really safe from Egypt until the Red 
Sea.  The entire Egyptian army, led by Pharaoh is in hot pursuit of the Israelites to take back their slaves and 
Israel’s escape from the Egyptians is blocked by the Red Se.  The people despair as they see in the distance the 
great cloud of dust caused by the approaching army of their former masters and no chance of escape.  They ask, 
“Why did God bring us out here to kill us?  It would have been better if we had remained as slaves in Egypt.”  
Moses drops to his knees on the shore of the Red Sea, but God asks, “What are you crying about?  Stand and see 
the salvation of the Lord.”  Moses stretches out his staff over the sea, and it divides into two high walls of water 
with a path through the middle and the Israelites cross to other side.  But when the Egyptians attempt to follow 
them, the sea collapses on top of them and the mighty army of Egypt drowns.  Now Israel is truly saved; and Paul 
in 1 Cor. 10 says that the crossing of the Red Sea is a picture of baptism – not the ritual of water baptism but the 
reality behind the ritual, when Christ comes into our life and we are born again and all that He has accomplished 
for us is applied to us personally and we are truly saved.  From the Red Sea on, Israel is safe from the Egyptians; 
and from the time Christ enters our life, we are saved from sin.  However, it takes the Israelites a long time to learn 
how to behave like saved people.  Every time there’s a problem on their journey to the land God promised their 
forefathers, you either hear, “Why did God bring us out here to kill us?” or “Let’s go back to Egypt.  I remember all 
the good food and good times we enjoyed there.”  Even though the Israelites are saved, it takes them a long time 
to learn how to live like saved people; to really trust God and want to go forward rather than backwards.  And the 
same thing is true for us.  We are saved the instant Christ comes into our life but learning how to live as saved 
people takes a lifetime.  The Christian life must be learned.  It does not come naturally or without effort.  And 
that’s what I want to focus on as we talk about the final verses of Paul’s letter to Titus.  
 
Let’s read Titus 3:14. “Our people must also learn to engage in good deeds to meet pressing needs, so that they will 
not be unfruitful.”   At first glance, vs. 14 is a strange verse because doing good deeds has been Paul’s theme 
throughout this letter.  We entitled this series in Titus Good News about Good Deeds because over and over in this 
letter Paul stresses that good deeds are the natural result of believing the good news of what Christ has 
accomplished for us.  We aren’t saved because we do good deeds; we do good deeds because we’re saved; 
because the more we understand the gospel and how good God has been to us in Christ, the more we’ll want to 
treat others the way He treats us.  The more we believe the gospel, the more determined we’ll be to do good – 
that’s the point of this letter.  In fact, last week we saw that the entire letter to Titus can be summarized in one 
verse; verse 8 of chapter 3. “This is a trustworthy statement; (referring to the good news that God has done for us 
through Christ what we could never do for ourselves) and concerning these things I want you to speak confidently, 
so that those who have believed God will be careful to engage in good deeds. These things are good and profitable 
for men.”  The more we believe the gospel, the more careful we will be to engage in good deeds.  That’s why vs. 14 
is puzzling.  After explaining how good deeds is the result of believing good news for three chapters, why would 
Paul feel compelled to add at the end, “Our people must also learn to engage in good deeds to meet pressing needs, 
so that they will not be unfruitful.”   At the end of a letter about good deeds, it’s like Paul writes, “Oh, by the way, 
don’t forget to do good deeds.”  I think the reason is because we’re like the Israelites.  We’re slow learners and it 
takes us a long time to really understand how the gospel applies to our lives.  Believing the gospel doesn’t 
automatically result in doing good deeds – it’s something we have to learn over time.   This morning I want you to 
notice three things about good deeds.  First, good deeds must be learned.  Second, good deeds meet needs.  Third, 
good deeds produce fruit.  Verse 14 is a great picture of how we grow as Christians in any area, not just in doing 



good deeds, and how faith and effort are not mutually exclusive but in fact, work together to make us the people 
God has saved us to be. 
 
The first thing vs. 14 tells us about good deeds is that good deeds must be learned. “Our people must also learn to 
engage in good deeds…” which tells us the Christians in Crete hadn’t learned it yet.  Doing good didn’t come 
naturally or automatically to the Christians of Crete just because Jesus now lived in them or because they 
understood the gospel; nor does it come automatically to the Christians of the Bay Area.  Understanding and 
believing the gospel gave the Christians in Crete the reason and motivation to do good –which is Paul’s point in this 
letter to Titus - but they still had to learn how to actually do good because doing good – like all behavior - is 
something we must learn.  In fact, the Greek word Paul uses for learn here has the same root as the word “disciple.”  
A disciple is a learner, someone who attached himself or herself to a teacher so that they can become like that 
teacher.  They aren’t trying to master content so much as to learn how to live.    A disciple is more of an apprentice 
learning a skill than a modern student cramming their heads with information long enough to pass an exam.  The 
mission Jesus gave to His church is to make disciples, teaching them to observe and practice all that He 
commanded and in this case, that means learning to engage in good deeds because that’s how Jesus lived.  
Learning to engage in good deeds is a great picture of how we grow as Christ’s disciples and why it often takes us 
so long to see any changes in our lives.  Our granddaughter, Addie, invited Laurie and I to come to her kindergarten 
class on Special Persons Day which we were more than happy to do – until Laurie told me that Addie wanted me to 
bring my flute and play it for the kids.  And I thought, “That’s not going to happen.”  I generally keep this quiet but I 
actually majored in music in college and my principal instrument was the flute.  I played regularly from fourth 
grade until I graduated from college in bands, orchestras, and as a soloist, practicing an hour or so a day for years.  
But when I graduated from college, I put away my flute and haven’t played it seriously since.  But wives have a way 
of convincing their husbands to do things they don’t want to do.  Laurie played on my heartstring, “Your 
granddaughter wants you to play your flute.  Can’t you do that for her?”  So the night before my big performance 
30 kindergartners at Roosevelt, I took out my flute for the first time in years and tried to play it.  My tone was 
horrible, my fingers didn’t work, I was clumsy; nothing felt right.  But I did manage to lead the kids in singing the 
ABC song without making a complete fool of myself.  So I’ve gone from playing concertos to the ABC song.  What 
happened?  It certainly isn’t an issue of knowledge.  I know how to play the flute.  I know how to finger each note.  
And it isn’t an issue of desire.  I would have loved to dazzle the kids and their teacher and the other grandparents 
with my virtuosity.   But I couldn’t.  My body wouldn’t cooperate.  I hadn’t practiced for many, many years – and it 
showed.  I hadn’t trained my body to play the flute for years and my body betrayed me. No amount of inspiration 
or will power can take the place of practice because we’re creatures of habit.  Aristotle said that we become what 
we do regularly.  Practice makes what feels unnatural, natural and what feels awkward, graceful.  That’s why every 
athletic accomplishment, every artistic accomplishment, every intellectual accomplishment requires discipline and 
training, because our bodies are controlled by habits, and those habits can either be our greatest allies or our 
greatest adversaries, our servant or our master.   However somehow when it come to our spiritual lives, we 
assume that effort, discipline and training aren’t necessary, ignoring the fact that we’re creatures of habit and to 
change our behavior, we must change our habits. Let me give you an example, I’m reading my Bible and I notice 
how warm and outgoing Jesus is, how He constantly takes the initiative to reach out to the outcast and the 
diseased and to the people no one else paid attention.  But even though I’m His disciple, I don’t act that way.  
Reaching out to people like Jesus reached out to people doesn’t come naturally for me.  So what do I do?  I pray, 
“Lord, please help me to treat people the way You treated them.”  But when the opportunity to reach out, to take 
the initiative in introducing myself to a stranger comes,  I either forget about what I prayed or I freeze up.  
Everything feels awkward and unnatural, I don’t know what to do, I’m self-conscious, I worry about what people 
will think.  What I even prayed I would do, I fail to do.  Once again my body refuses to cooperate with my mind.  
Why?  The same reason I can’t play the flute like I used to.  I haven’t trained for it.  A Christian is a new person 
living in an old body; a body of habits we developed while we were slaves of sin.  Thomas Aquinas said, “Only habit 
can overcome habit.”  The only way to break a bad habit is to replace it with a good one.  And spiritual growth is 
replacing the old habits of disobedience with new habits of obedience; training my mind and body through 
practice to no longer serve sin but to serve God.  I’ve done some coaching; Little League, soccer, rugby, and 
swimming and I’ve seen some natural athletes - people born with natural coordination and grace.  But being a 
natural doesn’t guarantee you’ll be good in a particular sport.  You still have to practice and train your body.  And 
I’ve seen gifted athletes fail because they wouldn’t put in the work.  Well, spiritually we’re all natural athletes.  By 



grace, God makes us new people, freed from sin, pure of heart, alive to God the instant we become His children.  
But we still live in our old bodies and those bodies must be trained to live a new life, replacing old habits with new.  
And in that sense, we are like a natural athlete.  Because we’re children of God and new creations, we’ve been 
given everything we need to become like Jesus.  But without training, we have as much chance of behaving like 
Jesus behaves as we have of playing a Brahms piano concerto or flawless third base with the A’s or completing the 
Iron Man Triathalon without any training or practice.   Living as Christ lived must be learned and that’s why Paul 
tells Titus “Our people must also learn to engage in good deeds…” even though they understand and believe the 
gospel and in God’s great love for them and that they need to treat others as He has treated them; they still need 
to learn how to do that.  Good deeds - like all behavior - must be learned. So how do we learn to engage in good 
deeds? 
 
To answer that question, let’s look at the second thing we learn about good deeds from vs. 14: good deeds meet 
needs. To learn to engage in good deeds, we need to define what good deeds are and Paul defines good deeds as 
acts which meet the needs of others – especially the pressing needs of others.  “Our people must also learn to 
engage in good deeds to meet pressing needs…” Good deeds are not defined by what we like to do or feel 
comfortable or gifted in doing but by what other people need; especially urgent and necessary needs.  That’s Jesus’ 
point in the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10.  The story opens with a lawyer testing Jesus on His 
knowledge of the Law of Moses.  “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”   And not because he was interested in 
finding out about eternal life; he’s just looking for something to argue with Jesus about and to expose Jesus as the 
ignorant rabbi the lawyer is sure that He is.  But Jesus refuses to play along.  He asks, “What do you think the law 
says, and the lawyer, always happy to show off his knowledge of the Scriptures answers, “Love God with all your 
heart, soul, strength and mind and love your neighbor as yourself.”  Jesus replies, “Good answer; just go do it now.”  
This conversation isn’t going the way the lawyer intended so he asks, “But who is my neighbor?  Just who do I have 
to love as myself?  That’s the question.”  And Jesus tells a story to answer the lawyer’s question, “Who is my 
neighbor?”  A man was mugged on the road between Jerusalem and Jericho and left unconscious and naked by the 
side of the road by his robbers.  A priest comes along, sees him, but instead of helping him, keeps walking.   He’s 
followed by a Levite, a teacher of the Law, who also walks on by.   Apparently neither man – in spite of his 
religiosity – thought the man in the road was his neighbor because neither stopped to help.  But then a Samaritan 
walks by, see’s a fellow human being - probably a Jew - in need and feels compassion for him.  He picks him up, 
administers first aid, carries him on his donkey to a local inn, pays the innkeeper the equivalent of two days wages 
to take care of him and promises to pay the rest of the bill when he returns.  If Jesus told this story today  in 
present day Israel, He might have said, “But a Nazi - or but a Palestinian - or but a member of the Taliban.”  Jesus 
picks the last person this lawyer would expect to fulfill the Law to make his point that it is what we do with our 
faith and not how much we know about our faith that matters most to God.  And then Jesus turns to the lawyer 
and asks him another question; but not the question we expect.  The lawyer asked, “Who is my neighbor?” and so 
now we expect Jesus to ask, “So, who is your neighbor? But that’s not the question Jesus asks.  He asks, “Which of 
these three do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell into the robber’s hands? “ “Which loved his 
neighbor as himself?"  You see, we’re just like this lawyer: we divide people into neighbors and non-neighbors, 
people we’re responsible to help and people we’re not. But Jesus doesn’t ask, “Who is your neighbor?”  He asks, 
“Whose neighbor as you?” According to this story, loving God with all our heart and loving our neighbor as our self 
means meeting the pressing needs which are right in front of me.  “God put you in my path. I must help you.”  The 
Samaritan proved by his behavior that he loved God and therefore loved his neighbor. He didn’t let possible 
danger to himself keep him from doing what was right.  He didn’t let the pressures of his schedule keep him from 
doing what was right. He didn’t blame the man for getting robbed.  He wasn’t too busy or too preoccupied with his 
own interests to help.   And he was prepared to help.  He knew first aid.  He had a donkey.  He had money.  He 
knew an innkeeper who could take care of the man and who would trust him to pay his expenses.  And Jesus says, 
“That’s your neighbor – whoever needs you - and that’s what loving your neighbor as yourself looks like – engaging 
in good deeds to meet those pressing needs.”  
 
And that brings us back to our first point.  If good deeds meet needs, then how do I learn to do good deeds?  1 
John 3:16-17 gives us the two vital lessons for doing good. “We know love by this, that He laid down His life for us; 
and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren. But whoever has the world's goods, and sees his brother in 
need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him? “  John gets very practical here.  If 



I’m going to love my brother the way Jesus loves me,  I’ll need to have what my brother needs and I’ll need to 
recognize his needs – just like the Good Samaritan did; because that’s what it takes to love the way Jesus loves.  So 
let’s look at verse 17 a little more closely. First, to do good I need to have the resources my brother needs.  You 
may notice that verse 17 is not addressed to all Christians.   John writes, “But whoever has the world’s goods...”  
John is talking to Christians who have something, in this case, financial resources.  He’s not talking to the needy 
brother.  He’s talking to the brother who has the ability to meet those needs.  That tells me that we have to be 
prepared in order to do good deeds – whether it’s spiritual resources or emotional resources or physical resources 
or financial resources or time or energy  -  I can’t do good unless I first have what my brother needs.   So the first 
skill or habit I need to develop in order to learn to do good is preparing myself to do good because often, the 
reason we fail to do good is that we’re just not ready.  We don’t have the resources. “I’d like to help you with that 
problem.   I know there’s a verse somewhere about that but I just don’t know my Bible that well.”  “I know she 
wants me to listen to her problems but I’m just wrung out with everybody else’s problems...tell her I’ll call her back 
later.”  “I’d love to help you move on Saturday but unfortunately I’ve already got a commitment.”  “I’d love to give 
to that ministry but I can’t afford to right now.  I’ve already spent too much this month.”  “I don’t have time to talk 
right now.  Send me an email, ok?”   The thing about urgent needs is that they’re urgent.  You can’t schedule them.  
They are always inconvenient.  And if we’re not ready, we have nothing to give.  A friend of mine lived in the 
mountains of Southern California and during the summer, every day when he drove home, he would see cars off to 
the side of the road which had overheated.  So he began carrying extra water in his trunk so he was always ready 
to help some stranded motorist.  He often got home a half hour late or so but there were a lot of folks grateful that 
he did.  I know people who carry extra blankets or coats or food in their cars during the winter just in case they see 
people who need help.  The more prepared we are to do good, the more opportunities we’ll have to do good. So 
ask yourself, what can I do so that I will have the resources to do good.  Maybe you put good deeds into your 
monthly budget so you’ve always got some money available to help others.  Maybe you carry BART tickets or gift 
cards with you.  The first step in learning to do good is to prepare to do good – to gather the resources people 
need. To do good, I need resources and I need to recognize needs.  John writes, “But whoever has the world's 
goods, and sees his brother in need...”  To do good, I must first have what people need AND second, I must be able 
to recognize that they need it - which is where doing good often breaks down for me.  I have the resources, but I’m 
often blind to the needs around me.  I’m like the priest and the Levite in the story of the Good Samaritan, in such a 
hurry to get to the temple and do my religious thing that I completely miss the guy who’s been robbed and beaten 
and left for dead in the road.   How can I give my brother what he needs if I don’t see his needs?  In vs. 17, John 
implies that if I have what people need and I believe the gospel and the love of God is in me, then I will meet the 
needs that I see.  So if I as a Christian am not doing good as a habit of life, it may very well be because I am unable 
to see my brother’s needs.  How can I put the interests of others before my own if I don’t recognize those interests?  
Learning to do good involves both accumulating the resources people need and developing the skill to see those 
needs.  Most people’s needs are not as apparent as the guy on the Jericho road.  Unless they let us into their life, 
we’ll never really see how to do them good.  I’m not very good at this but I’ll tell you what I’ve learned.  First, I 
have to be genuinely curious about people.  It’s like a treasure hunt.  Every person is very interesting; we just have 
to discover how.  So, instead of just going through the motions when I talk with people and thinking more about 
myself and how I’m coming across, I’m trying to be curious about the person I’m talking with – which requires me 
to intentionally choose to leave  my comfort zone.  It’s more comfortable for me to let somebody else ask the 
questions and just talk about myself.  Asking questions, searching for treasure, thinking and asking follow up 
questions is a lot of work.  It can be uncomfortable; but it’s the only way I know to get people to open up.  So I’m 
trying to learn to ask questions and take the time to listen to the answers.  I can’t be in a hurry.  This can’t be an 
act.  I have to genuinely care about getting to know this person.  And I’m always looking for some connection 
between us.  What do I have in common with this person which I can build on?  What am I learning about this 
person?  Who is he?  What’s important to him?  What does he value? What is he struggling with?  Next, I’ve 
learned I have to empathize with him.  If I was in his position, how would I feel?  If I had just moved into the 
community, what would I need?  If I had just been laid off from my job, how would I feel?  If I had a new born at 
home, what would I be experiencing?  The old cliché that people don’t care what we know until they know we care 
is true.  Once people know you’re genuinely interested in them, most people begin to open up and that’s when 
you begin to see pressing needs and the opportunity to do good deeds.  So according to John, loving my neighbor 
as myself involves being prepared to meet my brother’s needs and being able to see them; which means I need to 
be proactive rather than reactive. When we talked about this passage as a staff, the issue of the aggressively needy 



came up; people who pursue you looking for help and what does doing good involve with those kind of 
opportunities?   I know that will always be an issue but I think it becomes far less of an issue when we are 
proactive about doing good; when we are prepared for and searching for opportunities to do good; I find I can be 
far more discerning about which of the people who approach me in the parking lot of Costco or on the street to 
help because I’m already helping others and not just reacting out of guilt and “I suppose God wants me to do 
something here.”   Feeling used and victimized by professional panhandlers is far more unlikely if you already have 
a strategy for helping those in need. 
 
Good deeds must be learned; good deeds meet needs and finally good deeds produce fruit.  Why do good deeds? 
Look at vs. 14 one more time. “Our people must also learn to engage in good deeds to meet pressing needs, so that 
they will not be unfruitful.”  Why should I go to all the trouble to learn to engage in good deeds to meet pressing 
needs?   So I can live a productive, useful life which honors God.   What does Paul mean by unfruitful? What is fruit?  
Fruit is what a healthy plant produces.  Orange trees produce oranges, apple trees apples, banana trees bananas.  
Fruit is the natural result of a healthy plant, the way the plant reproduces itself.  Fruit is the natural product of life.  
And so in the Bible fruit is the result of Jesus living inside of us.  It is what His life produces in and through our life.  
Fruit is doing what Jesus would do, reproducing the character and the behavior of Jesus today in the 21st century.  
Jesus says in John 15:16 "You did not choose Me but I chose you, and appointed you that you would go and bear 
fruit, and {that} your fruit would remain, so that whatever you ask of the Father in My name He may give to you.”  
But what’s my part in the fruit business?  Notice, it’s not to sit back and do nothing and wait for Jesus to make me 
fruitful.   As we’ve seen over and over, following Christ is never passive but always active; working out what He 
works in, working together with Him rather than watching Him do all the work.  My role in fruit-production is to do 
good deeds.   As I meet people’s urgent needs, Jesus works through my efforts to bear eternal fruit.  I become His 
hands, His feet, His face to people.  They begin to believe that maybe there is a God who cares about them 
because His people care about them.  About a year before we moved into this building, I was concerned that 
Creekside wasn’t reaching more people with the gospel.  We had good news to preach but nobody in the 
community seemed to be interested in hearing about that good news. Then I read what Jesus says in Matt. 5:16 
“Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works and glorify your Father who is in 
heaven,” and I thought, “Good works?  We aren’t doing any good works in this community.  Maybe that’s what’s 
missing.”  And so we slowly began to look for simple opportunities to do good.  Some of them crashed and burned 
but some of them didn’t and we slowly began to see the needs in our community and small ways we could help 
meet those needs.  When we purchased this building, we decided we would build a community center rather than 
a traditional church to better serve the community.  We found out what other Creeksiders were doing to serve the 
community and we joined them in their efforts.  Since then, our ministry to the community has expanded every 
year and it has been so encouraging to see how so many of you have stepped forward this month in helping 
homeless students, in sending Christmas presents around the world, in providing Thanksgiving meals for those 
who wouldn’t have them otherwise and in so many different ways.  Our church’s reputation in the community 
began to change as a result of our efforts to share the love of Christ but more importantly, we began to see more 
and more people coming to believe the gospel and to know Christ personally – just like Jesus said they would.  The 
more we’ve committed ourselves to loving our neighbors and meeting needs, the more fruitful we have become. 
 
Why is God glorified when we do good?  He is good and we reflect Him.  Christians believe that Jesus is God in 
human flesh who became a man to show us what God is like.  So what do we learn about God from Jesus?  The 
Bible says He went about doing good, feeding the hungry, healing the sick, raising the dead, alleviating suffering, 
and loving the unlovable because that’s what God would do if He came to live in our midst.  Jesus is the proof that 
God loves us.    
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