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When your ears itch, what is your first thought?  

For a science minded person, itching ears are a symptom. Sites like Web MD 
inform us that itching ears could be a symptom of wax buildup, an allergy, psoriasis, 
or an infection. They say that if you itch is severe or ongoing you should have your 
ears checked at your clinic. My mom was of that school of thought. When I rubbed 
my ears as a child, out came her nurse’s otoscope to determine if I needed a quick trip 
to the clinic for another ear drop prescription. 

My Grandma Jeffers was not science minded. When she saw me rub my itchy 
ears she always said, “Someone is talking about you,” and taught me to listen to those 
around me. As often happens when I google Grandma’s sayings, I learned she was 
sharing a very old, pre-scientific belief. Going all the way back to Greco-Roman times, 
people believed that itching ears were a sign of either a person talking about you, or 
that the universe had a message for you.   

So, which is it? Do our itching ears indicate our need to treat a disease, or do 
our itching ears indicate we would be wise to listen to the world around us? Often, we 
listen to hear what we want to hear. But with such selective listening, we may miss 
what we need to hear. My mom’s listening to science probably preserved my good 
hearing today; childhood hearing loss in her family was a common fate she wanted to 
spare me. Grandma’s ancient wisdom taught me listening as a life skill. Right now, I 
am grateful for both women. I have both ears that can hear and wisdom to listen. 

As we keep reading the second letter Paul wrote Timothy, you should know 
our Common English Bible translation was done for our most common 21st century 
mindset, the tendency to look for truth through facts. But as I studied 2 Timothy 4:3 
in a more literal translation for today, I found Grandma’s itchy ears from the pre-
science wisdom tradition.  
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Here is what we heard read just a few minutes ago from the Common English 
Bible, “They will collect teachers who say what they want to hear because they are 
self-centered.” (2 Tim 4:3 CEB).  And here it is from the New Revised Standard 
Version Study Bible, “For 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.” (2 Tim 4:3 NRSV. Italics mine.)  

 Why the difference? Frankly, the translators’ purpose for the readers they 
imagine will use their work. Like good teachers, translators must consider what we 
readers know so they can help us listen to God’s Word effectively. Right now, we 
tend to be more science minded that oriented to the ideas in wisdom literature. We 
want facts and we even equate facts with truth. Therefore, the Bible scholars who 
published our Common English Bible translation in 2010 for the main purpose of 
reading it aloud in worship probably knew that we would read “itchy ears” as a 
symptom needing a doctor. So, they chose to publish only Paul’s meaning— “hearing 
what they want to hear.” That is Paul’s point to his fellow preacher, Timothy.  

 In our time, sermon writers and other Bible study devotees have a large on-line 
community where more technically accurate translations are preferred, for example 
the New Revised Standard Version. Among English translations from the King James 
Version onward, our scholarly Bibles all translate that verse with the words “itchy 
ears” as a poetic expression of our human longing to listen. That is why both scholars 
and pastors encourage you to read your Bibles daily. Through Bible reading we 
become accustomed to hearing God speak to us, inspiring not just the original words, 
but also the translations we understand, and our response to what we read that will 
grow our faith. Hearing the Bible read aloud is even better, it seems to make more 
room for the Spirit to speak to our needs. 

 Wisdom demands we listen to what we hear. What I appreciated about our 
Common English Bible translation from 2010 is how it so strongly resonates with our 
current global situation. We live in a time when everyone seems to “. . . collect 
teachers who say what they want to hear. . ..” We are hungry to know what is true, but 
we tend to listen to sources that agree with us. How do we know if our source is 
telling us the truth?  

 First, we need to acknowledge the difference between hearing and listening. 
Hearing, like breathing, is something we do all the time without conscious thought, 
although we can choose to focus on what our ears are hearing. When we choose to 
focus on what we hear we call that listening. Sometimes we even listen when there is 
no sound, like when a parent or grandparent sees a child rubbing his ear. Listening 
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always involves our choice to pay attention. According to Helen Keller, sound is 
optional to listening.  

 Helen Keller was born in the summer of 1880 and before her second birthday 
lost her abilities to both see and hear from a sudden illness, probably a form of 
meningitis.i When Keller was six her teacher, Ann Sullivan, discovered how to use 
touch as an alternative to hearing and seeing, Miss Keller proved herself to be very 
intelligent, making a living as a well published author and public speaker. As I scrolled 
through some of her notable quotes on brainyquote.com looking for something she 
may have said about listening, I found this intriguing quote about the habit of Bible 
reading.  

“Unless we form the habit of going to the Bible in bright moments as well as in 
trouble, we cannot fully respond to its consolations because we lack 
equilibrium between light and darkness.”ii 

 Did you just hear both Paul and Timothy shout “AMEN!” from heaven? I did. 
And not just Paul and Timothy, but every preacher who has loved both God and you 
enough to dare to preach is shouting “Amen!” with them. Familiarity with the Bible is 
critical for us to recognize God’s voice as we listen. By regularly reading our Bibles we 
develop wisdom that we can apply in our lives.  

 For example, the story Jesus told about the widow and the judge is an 
intriguing comment about God listening to us worth mulling over. The widow needed 
assistance from this judge, but he did not want to listen. Ultimately, the only reason he 
finally listened and answered was to make her go away. Jesus clearly said to his closest 
disciples that this lazy judge does not representing God, but that the widow reminds 
us how we need to communicate as God listens for us. Jesus big point is that even if 
lazy judges will finally listen and act, how much more is God listening for us if we are 
only willing to communicate with him? In the arc of all four gospels, Jesus describes 
God as a father with itchy ears longing to hear what his children have to say.  

 As I studied and prayed on how these two passages go together, it occurred to 
me that while Jesus was very clear that the judge does not represent God, could be 
possible that the widow does? I could be wrong; I did not find a single commentary 
that saw it this way. But as I pondered both passages together it seemed to me when 
Paul wrote to Timothy, preacher to preacher, that he could have said that often we 
listen to God the way the judge listened to the widow. We listen for what we want to 
hear. We ignore the messages we wish would go away.  
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 It is not too much of a stretch for us to see ourselves as the judges. But if we 
are the judges, who then are the widow? Is it the preacher with this new thought 
about Scripture today? Is it the spouse we know is right, but wish would be quiet? Is it 
our parents when we are 19, or our children when we are 90? What is God saying to 
us through them? How would we know?  

 By listening as those whose ears are itching for wisdom over affirmation. By 
listening for what we need to hear rather than what we want to hear. By measuring 
what we do hear by what we know the Bible plainly tells us about how God wants our 
lives to be an expression of God’s love for the world.  

 I often wish the doing of any sermon was as easy as the preaching. But as God 
continues to work through all who believe, there is wisdom every generation needs to 
learn for themselves. The wisdom of listening. The wisdom of paying attention. The 
practice of reading God’s word to hear God’s wisdom for us. Friends, God is our 
Father and God has no grandchildren. We are all God’s children. Children who listen 
for God’s wisdom.  

 Amen.  

	

																																																													
i	https://www.healio.com/news/infectious-disease/20180509/did-bacterial-meningitis-cause-helen-kellers-
deafblindness	accessed	on	10/13/2022	
ii	Brainyquote.com	accessed	on	10/13/2022.		


