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14But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned 
it, 15and how from childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct you for salvation 
through faith in Christ Jesus. 16All scripture is inspired by God and is* useful for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, and for training in righteousness, 17so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, 
equipped for every good work. 
4In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and in view of his 
appearing and his kingdom, I solemnly urge you: 2proclaim the message; be persistent whether the time is 
favourable or unfavourable; convince, rebuke, and encourage, with the utmost patience in teaching. 3For the 
time is coming when people will not put up with sound doctrine, but having itching ears, they will accumulate 
for themselves teachers to suit their own desires, 4and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander 
away to myths. 5As for you, always be sober, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, carry out your 
ministry fully. 
 

 
Almost 30 years ago, a major breakthrough occurred in space observation. In April 

1990, the Hubble Space Telescope was loaded aboard the space shuttle Discovery and 

launched into orbit 340 miles above the earth. About the length of a large school bus and 

about 14 feet in diameter, this telescope was going to be the first major optical telescope 

to be placed in space. There, above the distortion of the atmosphere, far above rain 

clouds and light pollution, the Hubble was going to have an unobstructed view of the 

universe. Scientists called this the most significant advance in astronomy since Galileo’s 

telescope. With the Hubble Space Telescope, they would be able to see locations more 

than 13.4 billion light-years from Earth.i 

However, as the first images from the Hubble were transmitted back to NASA about a 

month after launch, a troublesome issue arose. Even after numerous “fine-tunings,” the 

Hubble could not achieve a crisp focus. This $1.5 billion telescope could only produce 

blurry images. 
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After weeks of detailed analysis by engineers and opticians, the problem was found. It 

was determined that the main mirror in the Hubble telescope had been manufactured 

incorrectly. The shape of the mirror wasn’t deep enough. It was too shallow by 2 microns 

– about 1/50th the thickness of a human hair. The official term for the issue was spherical 

aberration. 

Once the problem was identified, the question was what to do about it. Replacing the 

mirror proved to be too impractical and expensive. Ultimately, the best solution was to 

build replacement instruments that would fix the flaw. Said another way, they would give 

the Hubble a “pair of glasses,” correcting its vision the same way glasses correct the 

vision of a near-sighted person. By giving a small nickel-sized secondary mirror a 

prescription that exactly countered the spherical aberration in the almost eight-foot-

diameter primary mirror, a perfect focus could be achieved and the Hubble would be able 

to do all of the science it was intended to do.ii 

The lesson of the Hubble Space Telescope is instructive. Only when the Hubble was 

focused could it carry out the mission for which it was created. Size is important. Power 

is important. But focus is everything. 

Last year, in 2019, our Vision Team spend hundreds of collective hours discerning 

who we are as a congregation and the mission God has called our church to fulfill. Out of 

their work came a clear mission: Shepherding every person to encounter the abundant peace of 

Christ. But just like the Hubble Space Telescope, focus is everything. Only with focus can 

we carry out the mission for which First Christian Church of Wichita Falls was created. 

We have to be focused on the Jesus Christ whose abundant peace we want people to 

encounter. If our vision is blurry or obstructed, we run the risk of just aimlessly 

shepherding – potentially leading them astray. 

That’s why, as we begin the process of living into our mission and rolling out how we 

accomplish that mission, it is critical to be focused on Jesus. And the best guide for 

understanding who Jesus is and what Jesus calls us to do is the Bible. Consequently, we 
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are intentionally spending this year focused on the Bible. We want to achieve a 2020 

focus. 

Ten years ago, in an effort to encourage people to engage with their Bibles, Scripture 

Union created what they called the E-100 Bible Reading Challenge. They identified 100 

essential stories of the Bible – stories that provide a skeleton for the biblical narrative. 

The selection of these 50 Old Testament scriptures and 50 New Testament scriptures 

enable us to see the big picture of God’s Word. Therefore, in 2020, every Sunday 

morning in worship and every Wednesday night at The Neighborhood, we will be digging 

into one of these 100 essential scriptures. We want to see how the big picture of the Bible 

specifically focuses us on Jesus and how we are to live into the mission he has called us to 

enact. 

So, this morning, we are kicking off this 2020 focus - this E-100 year - where my 

childhood minister suggested we start. On the day I was baptized, the church gave me 

this Bible. On the flyleaf was a note written by my minister: Read 2 Timothy 3:16. Of 

course, the verse he suggested was a part of our scripture reading this morning. 

Some describe 2 Timothy 3:14-4:5 as Paul’s last will and testament. Tradition suggests 

that Paul wrote this while sitting in a Roman jail knowing full well that he would soon be 

dead. He had been imprisoned because his preaching of the Gospel had put him there. 

There, with lots of time to think, Paul properly wondered what would become of the 

church after he was gone. And, at the center of his concern for its future was the question 

of its continuing faithfulness to the truth of the Gospel. 

Paul worried that a day was coming when people would not put up with sound doctrine, but 

having itching ears, would accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own desires - teachers who 

kept their jobs by telling people just what they wanted to hear (4:3). This concern about 

false teaching was not unique to Paul. Nearly every author in the New Testament warns 

Christians about the very real possibility of spiritual deception, of being led astray from 

saving truth. 
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Paul’s antidote to this kind of spiritual deception was to urge Timothy, his young 

ministry protégé, to continue in the things he had learned from Paul (3:14).  Further, Paul 

suggested, Timothy should remain firmly rooted to the sacred writings that he had known 

since his childhood (3:15). 

Early in 1 Timothy, we learn that Timothy is a third generation Christian (1:5). But, 

those three generations had Jewish roots and Timothy was raised in that tradition. As we 

have noted many times, Jewish boys began learning the sacred words of their faith from 

their earliest days. The Torah, the Prophets, and The Writings provided the school 

curriculum for these young men.iii It was to be imprinted on their hearts and minds. From 

childhood, Timothy was exposed to the sacred writings. So, too, was Paul, the former 

Pharisee. Both of them were people of the book. They knew God through the sacred 

writings. 

Now, to be clear, the scriptures – the sacred writings – that Paul referred to would 

have been the Old Testament. At this point, the New Testament had not yet come into 

being. However, by implication and application, this reference to sacred writing would 

later come to include the New Testament. As Paul told Timothy in our Scripture lesson 

this morning, the sacred writings are what “instruct us for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” 

(3:15). This is what Jesus Himself told us the Scriptures were for – they testify of Him 

(John 5:39); the Law, and the Prophets and the Psalms are all about Him (Luke 24:27; 

45).iv And, of course, that’s what the New Testament did as well. 

This is why over 1700 years later, Alexander Campbell, one of the founders of our 

movement – the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) – suggested we need to draw 

close to scripture. In his rules for interpreting the Bible, Campbell wrote: 

 

For the salutary and sanctifying intelligence of the Oracles of God… 

 

Or said more plainly, to better understand the scriptures that are helpful and holy… 
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[Campbell wrote…] We must come within the understanding distance. There is a distance 

which is properly called the speaking distance, or the hearing distance; beyond which the voice 

reaches not and the ear hears not. To hear another, we must come within that circle which the voice 

audibly fills.v 

 

What Campbell suggested was that the sacred writings – the scriptures – tell us about 

Jesus Christ if we are close enough to hear it. He didn’t mean that if we hold the Bible up 

to our ear, we will hear the scripture audibly being spoken as though it was an audiobook 

playing through our new Apple Airpods. What he meant was that if we approach 

scripture with humility and teachableness, we will be in the proper place – in the proper 

range - to hear and understand what it has to say to us. Within this proper distance, the 

words of the Bible we read and hear would be transformative and not just informative. 

The basis for this comes in what Paul told Timothy in verse 16 of our scripture lesson 

- “all Scripture is inspired by God.” Paul believed that the Bible was “inspired” – “God-breathed” 

- and he said so. Essentially, what this means is that when we open up our Bibles and read 

it, we are actually hearing from God who was behind the things that its human authors 

wrote. “Inspiration” is what assures us that what the human authors of the Bible wrote says 

just exactly what God wanted it to say to us. 

But Paul didn’t argue “inspiration” as some kind of abstract theoretical doctrine. He 

didn’t try to explain or to defend this assertion that the Bible is inspired. He just said it 

and then he quickly moved on. Yet, for centuries, the church has gotten bogged down on 

just what it means for scripture to be inspired by God. And in so doing, they have missed 

the point of what they are to do with it. They have missed the most explicit Biblical 

statement of what scripture is for.vi 

What 2 Timothy tells us is that scripture has a targeted purpose: to make you wise for 

salvation (v. 15) - to understand just what Jesus Christ is about and what he came to do. 



6 

As such, it is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training. These four uses – a 

negative and positive teaching use and a negative and positive lifestyle use – have an end 

goal: that one might be proficient and equipped for every good deed. Biblical scholar 

James Dunn sums up Paul’s instruction like this:  

 

The purpose of Scripture is…to produce the well-instructed and disciplined adult, proficient and 

well equipped in the graces and skills required for a positive role in church and society (“good work 

of every kind”) and wise as to what makes for the wholeness of salvation.vii 

 
William Barclay says it more plainly. We’ve got to make ourselves useful.viii And the 

way we do that as Christians is by engaging with the Bible. To allow the God who is 

behind the Bible to also be behind the work that the Bible does inside us as it speaks to 

our hearts and outside of us at it motivates our actions. In other words, scripture invites 

us into a pattern of gospel living. It makes us proficient and well-equipped in the graces 

and skills required for a positive role, not just here in church, but in all of life. And that’s 

critical, because if we want to accomplish our mission as a church, if we want to shepherd 

every person to encounter the abundant peace of Christ, we have to be proficient and 

well equipped. Especially given where we find ourselves in 2020. 

Chuck Miller, a Presbyterian minister in Annapolis, Maryland, once began a Bible 

Study class with a sequence of four questions – 

 

1. How many of you believe the Bible is an important book? 

2. How many of you believe the Bible is the most important book ever written? 

3. How many of you believe the Bible is the most important book in your life? 

4. How many of you have spent at least 10 minutes a day this week reading the Bible?ix 
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Most of us sitting here this morning could easily affirm that the Bible is important to us. 

But the reality is, we revere the Bible more than we read the Bible. 

The Old Testament Prophet Amos saw a day coming when there would be a “famine” 

in the land. He described this “not [as] a famine for bread or a thirst for water, but rather a famine 

of hearing the words of the Lord” (8:11). Amos said the day was coming when “people will stagger 

from sea to sea…they will go to and fro to seek the word of the Lord, but they will not find it” (8:12). 

I wish that it wasn’t today that Amos was talking about, but I’m worry that it is. I 

worry that here in 2020, there is a famine of hearing the words of the Lord. And in a 

famine, when people are hungry, or in a drought where people are thirsty, they will lunge 

at anything that might fill them and charge towards a mirage to quench their thirst. Here 

in 2020, we live in a marketplace of ideas and there are numerous alternatives to historic 

Christianity. Paul told Timothy to go about his work with some urgency…and that’s good 

advice for us as well. 

Sitting in prison waiting for his executioners to lead him away for good, Paul’s 

thoughts turned to the future of the church. He concluded that the only way that it would 

continue to spiritually thrive would be if it remained faithful to “the standard of sound 

teaching” (2 Timothy 1:13) with which he had been entrusted. Paul saw Timothy as the 

next critical link in that chain of faithfulness that would preserve the Gospel in the 

church. That’s why Paul told Timothy to “continue in the things” that he had been taught, 

things that were rooted and grounded in the sacred writings, the inspired Scriptures. 

That’s what we have to urgently attend to as well. We’ve got to look at the next 

generation, our children and youth and college students, and see them as the next critical 

link in the chain of faithfulness. And then we’ve got to invest. Not just money. We’ve got 

to invest time and energy and passion and care in teaching the faith to that generation. 

Otherwise, they will stagger from sea to sea, going to and fro seeking the word of the 

Lord, but coming up empty time after time. 
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If we are going to do that well, we’ve also got to invest in our own study and spiritual 

growth. As the old cliché states, “a chain is only as strong as its weakest link.” You and I 

– we’ve got to continue in what we have learned…and continue to learn. We’ve got to 

build our proficiency and further equip ourselves to do good works. Doing this is what 

will prevent us from being too shallow and our focus blurry. By the same token, the balm 

that cures “itching ears” is the grace and skill with which sound teaching is taught.x If we 

want the next generation to find the sound word of the Lord, we’ve got to know where to 

find it ourselves. 

A new year is unfolding before us. We’ve got powerful tools before us. We’ve got a 

clear mandate about what to do in Wichita Falls and the world. We’ve got just what we 

need to see powerfully the future that God is calling us into. Will this be the year of the 

most significant advance in the ministry of this church? It starts with the Word…and it 

start with you! 
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hubbles-blurry-vision/ 
iii Dunn, James D. G.  “The First and Second Letters to Timothy and The Letter to Titus” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. XI.  
Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000. 
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vii Ibid. 
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