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Read 2 Timothy 3:10-17

I. Introduction

Why do we read the Bible in worship? The short answer is that Scripture reading in worship part of the corporate life of the gathered believing community since the very beginning. In Acts 2:42, which we have mentioned a number of times, it says, “They devoted themselves to the Apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, the breaking of bread and the prayers.” The Apostles’ teaching – proclaiming the gospel as declared by God in the law, promised in the prophets, and revealed in Jesus Christ – comes to us in Scripture.

II. Reformation Sunday

The reason we tackle this topic today is because this is Reformation Sunday. On Reformation Sunday, we turn our attention to the history of the church; specifically, to an individual named Martin Luther. And today we consider how Scripture – specifically, Romans 5:1-2, was pivotal for Luther.

Luther was terrified by God. He had grown up with the image of the angry, wrathful God. He thought of God like the man in the sky with the lightning bolt, waiting for Luther to do something wrong so he could smite him. 


Even so, Luther was a priest. He lived in an order of priests. He was tormented by the notion of sin. He would go to confession daily; sometimes multiple times a day. He would follow his priest/confessor around. It was paralyzing – Luther was constantly afraid. The story is told that the priest got irritated and sent Luther away, telling him not to come back until he actually did something worthy of confessing. 

But Luther’s anxiety was something that was a result of what the church taught. He believed that his confession of every sin and his acts of penance were necessary for his salvation. In other words, based on what the church taught, Luther believed that his salvation was dependent on his own actions. As the old Smith-Barney ads said, “He had to earn it.”

And then, Luther re-encountered Scripture in a powerful way. Luther re-read Romans and discovered that Paul had written about the very legalistic kind of faith Luther was suffering. In his letter to the Romans, Paul wrote about how the Jews held onto the Law as their claim to righteousness in God’s eye. Paul showed how their efforts to be righteousness in their own conduct achieved just the opposite: it demonstrated their utter failure at being righteous. 

Luther knew that experience. He knew the law, he knew how he could not meet its requirements, and was crazy with anxiety about how he would ever measure up in God’s eyes. When he finally read – really read and understood – Romans 5:1-2, it was a great “aha” moment. We are “justified by faith.” It was what Christ had done, not anything we could do, that was the reason for our justification. 

Luther’s “aha” moment caused him to think about what else was not right in the Roman Catholic Church. He began to write about the errors he saw. He called for reform in the Roman Catholic Church. He posted his 95 theses on the Wittenburg Church Door on October 31, 1517. His theses (or propositions, thoughts, arguments) were intended to draw the Roman Catholic Church back away from its erroneous position of equating the authority of Church tradition with Scripture; tradition that sought to impose requirements in addition to the blood of Christ on believers for righteousness. Luther’s action in posting the theses on the door seems a whole lot more dramatic in retrospect – by itself, posting a note was not a highly inflammatory event at the time. The action of posting something on the door was equivalent to posting something on Twitter today (albeit with more than 140 characters). It gets as much attention as it attracts; Luther wanted to start a conversation to correct the church.

The substance of his posting, however, caused a huge stir in the church he was trying to turn around. That’s right. Luther did not set out to split the church. He wanted to correct it – by relying on Scripture. 

III. Reading Scripture in Worship


What is it about this book that makes such a difference, that we spend time together invested in what it says and what it means? 

Most times when we talk about the authority of Scripture, we quote 2 Timothy 3:16, “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness,” but it may be that the two verses around that statement are more focused on the question of why Scripture is incorporated into worship.

In 2 Timothy 3:15, Paul wrote, “How from childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” In 3:17, he says, “So that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.” 

2 Timothy was a farewell letter from Paul to his younger protégé, Timothy. Paul was exhorting Timothy to keep following and doing the things he had seen in Paul; specifically, to keep proclaiming the gospel and shepherding the church. 

A. “Know the sacred writings.”

1. Story of God’s redeeming work in history.

Paul urged Timothy to continue in what he learned and firmly believed, knowing from whom he learned it. Timothy had first heard the gospel from his mother and grandmother in the context of a worshiping community. He had heard how Christ had redeemed believers in fulfillment of the promises God had made.

The sacred writings to which Paul made reference were the Old Testament writings. It was the story of God’s redemptive actions and plans. It included the understanding that God created everything, including humans. It told how humanity had sinned against God, the consequences of that brokenness, and how God had acted to heal the brokenness. Timothy knew all about the promises to Abraham, and how God had declared Abraham righteous because of his faith in God’s word. The sacred writings also detailed how God created his own people by delivering them out of the hand of slavery in Egypt, how God brought them to Mt. Sinai, made a covenant with them, and led them to the Promised Land. Timothy knew, because he had heard the sacred writings read in worship, that the people broke faith and covenant with God time after time after time – and that God remained faithful. He also knew the promises of a Savior, promises fulfilled in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Timothy was living the new testament. He was the recipient of one of the letters we now have as part of the sacred writings we have. Again, the sacred writings are the story of God’s redemptive actions and plans. We see through many different writers, many different people, many different lives, how God fulfilled the promises he made and how we can trust God to continue to fulfill the promises he has made. 

We read the sacred writings in worship because it is important we learn and know Scripture. Like Timothy, we need to hear Scripture in order to know the story of God’s redeeming work in history.

2. We read Scripture in worship to hear what the Bible actually says.
We read the Scriptures together in order to hear what the Bible actually says. In my experience, a lot of people who go to church know about the Bible, they just do not know what is actually in the Bible. For a lot of years, I traveled around and attended a lot of different worship services in a lot of different congregations. Scripture was read in all of the worship services. In many, however, the preaching tended to focus on quotes from famous thinkers, popular psychology, or just pleasant stories. After virtually all of these services, when I would talk with people about their faith, I would hear things like, “Oh, I don’t know enough about the Bible. I am not an expert or anything. We could go ask the pastor, though…”

The new minister was asked to teach a boys' class in the absence of the regular teacher. He decided to see what they knew, so he asked who knocked down the walls of Jericho. All the boys denied having done it, and the preacher was appalled by their ignorance. At the next session meeting he told about the experience. "Not one of them knows who knocked down the walls of Jericho," he lamented. The group was silent until finally one seasoned veteran of disputes spoke up. "Preacher, this appears to be bothering you a lot. But I've known all those boys since they were born and they're good boys. If they said they didn't know, I believe them. Let's just take some money out of the repair and maintenance fund, fix the walls, and let it go at that."
One of the great fears believers have is that they will be exposed for their lack of Bible knowledge. This, friends, is one of the convictions of my call and one of the hallmarks of the Reformation: the clergy have done the people a grave disservice by convincing them that they need to know more before they can talk about what they know in the Bible. I have shared this story before, but it remains one of the defining moments in my life: 

A number of years ago, I traveled extensively dealing with denominational concerns. I was plugged into the Presbyterian grapevine pretty well. My father was serving on the committee looking to call a new pastor to the church where I had grown up. He wanted to run a few names by me to find out what I knew about them. Some I knew, some I did not. I asked him what they knew of the candidates’ theology and how they were evaluating their sermons; his response was not very responsive. And then he said, “None of us feel qualified to judge those kinds of things.” My jaw hit the floor. He had served as an elder for a number of terms and had taught Sunday School for almost twenty years. He had heard Scripture read in worship for my entire life. How could he not have confidence to know what it said?

Again, this is a failing of the clergy. I want you to hear this now – in worship – and hear it well. You are not to simply trust my word for what Scripture says. You are to be invested in it yourself and you are to be discerning if what I am saying, what I am preaching, is consistent with what you read. Where it is, praise God. Where it is not, you need to let me know – and you are to trust Scripture over my word.

Thus, we read Scripture in worship so you hear what it actually says, not just what I (or any preacher) tell you it says.

B. “They instruct you for salvation through Christ Jesus.”

The purpose of Scripture is to “instruct you for salvation through Jesus Christ.” 

Let me say that again: the purpose of Scripture is to “instruct you for salvation through Jesus Christ.” That is consistent with the mission statement of this congregation, “to know Christ and to make Him known.” What we read in Scripture, we read within the framework of trying to understand, appreciate, and apply how we are being saved through Jesus Christ. 

In our culture today, the Bible is often dismissed as irrelevant, contradictory, or outdated. This is a product of modern rationalism: the confidence in human reason as the final authority in matter of faith. Beginning in the mid-1800’s, scholars began judging the Bible based on standards other than how they instruct God’s people for salvation through Jesus Christ. Instead, they looked to see if the Biblical writers conformed to modern standards for writing histories, if they conformed to modern standards for writing science reports, if they conformed to modern standards for the use of language. Remarkably, when the Bible writers did not conform to the modern standards, the Bible’s instruction could be discounted or explained away. 

The way we experience this change these days is by people who demand to know before they will believe rather than believe so that they might know. “Prove it,” is the demand. Ask what it would take for proof to be sufficient for them, they cannot answer. Miracles, signs, prophecies fulfilled; none are sufficient. They will not believe because it does not make sense to them.

The tragedy is that relying on human reason as the final authority for what is good and for our salvation is ultimately hopeless. It does not take a prophet or Biblical visionary to see that – left to our own devices – humans are much more likely to destroy ourselves than save ourselves. Are we closer to nuclear war or a lasting peace? Are we closer to a human constructed new heaven and new earth or to environmental catastrophe? 

Salvation through Jesus Christ still requires faith. The Bible is not and was not intended to be an objective history or science book. It is absolutely biased. Scripture is completely and totally focused on God’s redemptive activity, revealed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We read Scripture in worship so that we will be instructed for salvation through Jesus Christ.

C. “So that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.”

We read Scripture in worship to hear about the work we are called to do. As we discipline ourselves to gather in worship to remember God’s glory, as we remember God’s faithfulness and deeds, as we lift up our voices and praise Him for his sovereignty and his grace, we also are being refined for God’s purposes. Scripture is a guide and a reference for what it means to live going forward according to God’s will. Chuck Swindoll describes it this way:

Think of the Scriptures as an absolutely accurate map. A map tells you how to get to a certain destination. But just looking at a map won't automatically transport you to Arizona or England or Peru. Getting to those places means you have to make the effort...pay the cost...take the time for travel...stay at it until you arrive. In a word, persevere. So it is in the Christian life. God's map is reliable and available. It is also clear and direct. But there is no hocus-pocus in its pages that automatically sends its reader by way of a magic carpet.
Please don't misunderstand. I love God's Word! I am more convinced than ever in my life that its trustworthy truths are of inestimable value. But although the Bible may be a trustworthy book, it is certainly no magic potion that you rub on yourself three times a day to chase the devil away. Nor is it something you take internally with a pious promise to God, hoping that the next morning you will suddenly know and experience all its truths.
There is no such "instant maturity" available on this earth. God does not offer a formula that produces fully mature Christians overnight. Christian growth comes through hard-core, gutsy perseverance (a forgotten word!) of applying what you hear and obeying it...and thereby learning how to handle those inevitable problems. 
Perseverance, Condensed from Three Steps Forward, Two Steps Back by Charles Swindoll, 1980.
We read Scripture in worship to hear about the work we are called to do. 

IV. Conclusion
“As for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it, and how from childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.” 

Or, as the old song says it, “Sing them over again to me, wonderful words of Life; Let me more of their beauty see, wonderful words of Life. Words of life and beauty, teach me faith and duty. Beautiful words, wonderful words, Wonderful words of Life. Beautiful words, wonderful words, wonderful words of Life.”

And that’s why we read Scripture in worship.

Amen.
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