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GOD-BREATHED 
2 Timothy 3:14-4:5 
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Ny Stavanger Free Lutheran Church, Buxton, ND 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

The epistle lesson comes from Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy, beginning at chapter 3, verse 

14, and reading through chapter 4, verse 5. Please stand as you are able for God’s holy Word. 

From 2 Timothy 3, beginning at verse 14, we read in Jesus’ name. 

14 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing 

from whom you learned it 15 and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the 

sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ 

Jesus. 16 All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work. 

4:1 I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and 

the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: 2 preach the word; be ready in season 

and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching. 
3 For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching 

ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, 4 and will 

turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths. 5 As for you, always be 

sober-minded, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry. 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 

You may be seated. 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 
How do we know the Bible is true? As Christians, we stake a lot on the authority and 

truthfulness of the Bible. How do we know that’s right? It’s the difference in whether or not we 

are worshipping the true God. It’s how we know that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It’s 

how we know that the man Jesus of Nazareth is the Son of God in human flesh, who was 

crucified for our sins and raised for our justification. It’s how we know he is coming again to 

raise the dead and give everlasting salvation to all who believe. It’s why we have confidence in 

the Sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. And it’s not just stuff in our heads, but it 

dictates the way we live our lives. It’s why we come to worship. It’s why we pray. It’s why we 

order our lives according to the Ten Commandments. As Christians, we stake a lot on the Bible. 

How do we know it’s true? 

 
There are several ways we might answer that question. 

One way we might answer is, “Because the Bible says it’s true.” For example, here Paul says, 

“All Scripture is breathed out by God” (3:16). Elsewhere it says, “It is impossible for God to lie” 

(Heb. 6:18). Therefore, the Bible must be true. Proverbs 30:5 says, “Every word of God proves 

true.” Jesus, while praying to his Father, said, “Your word is truth” (John 17:17). So if we trust 

the Scriptures, we might say, “We know the Bible is true, because it says it is.” 
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You might notice that this sounds like circular reasoning, and it’s a really small circle. Does 

that make it wrong? No. Circular reasoning is not necessarily wrong; it simply does not depend 

on external proofs. If the Bible is, in fact, the Word of God, then it is the highest authority on 

earth, and it does not need anything else to validate it. If the Holy Spirit has enlightened your 

heart to trust the Bible, this answer might be good enough for you. Perhaps it should be good 

enough for all of us. 

 
But God is gracious to give us other answers too. He did not remain in heaven, revealing 

himself only to special writers whom the rest of us can neither verify nor contradict. But he has 

made himself known in tangible ways. In the Old Testament, especially during the time of the 

Exodus, God revealed himself to the Israelites through signs and wonders. Of greatest weight, 

God revealed himself through his Son taking on human flesh in the man known as Jesus of 

Nazareth. He proved himself through signs and wonders. The chief of these is that he prophesied 

that he would be crucified and rise again on the third day. Then it came to pass. As proof, he 

appeared to many eyewitnesses on several different occasions after his resurrection, including 

more than five hundred at one time (1 Cor. 15:6). We know the names and other personal details 

of the apostles and several others. Many of these eyewitnesses became preachers of the Gospel. 

They proclaimed it near and far, despite opposition, threats, and persecution. Most of them 

suffered death because of their testimony of Jesus’ resurrection. That’s not something you 

willingly walk into when you’re preaching a lie and you know it’s a lie. They knew their 

proclamation was more important than their own lives, and they had confidence that God will 

raise them from the dead, because Jesus Christ was raised. This eyewitness testimony is solid 

historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus. The resurrection of Jesus has more historical 

evidence than any other event from antiquity. 

Therefore, because of what Jesus said and did, we recognize that he is the Son of God. And 

what does this mean for the rest of the Bible? We can and should have confidence in it, because 

Jesus validated both the Old and New Testaments. Regarding the Old Testament, he said, “Do 

not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them 

but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, 

will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:17-18). He appealed to the Old 

Testament often, revealing that he, as the Son of God, recognized it as the Word of God. When 

asked about marriage and divorce, he went all the way back to the beginning, citing Genesis 1 

and 2: “He who created them from the beginning made them male and female, and said, 

‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall 

become one flesh’” (Matt. 19:4-5; Gen. 1:27; 2:24). We see from the way Jesus speaks of and 

references the Old Testament that he saw it as the true and authoritative Word of God. 

Regarding the New Testament, he promised his apostles—not all Christians, but specifically 

his apostles—that the Holy Spirit would guide them into all truth (John 16:13). Therefore, they 

spoke and wrote with the same authority as the prophets in the Old Testament. In this way, Jesus, 

the Son of God who died and rose again, endorses the entire Bible, both Old and New 

Testaments. 

And the apostles understood this too. They knew that they were writing Scripture. One 

example of this is from Ephesians 2:20, where Paul says that the Church is “built on the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets.” They knew that their words were on the same level as 

the Old Testament prophets. 
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Some people call themselves “red letter Christians.” And by that they mean that they just 

believe the words of Jesus. They might deny certain historical events, miracles, or teachings, 

especially the commandments. But you cannot be a “red letter Christian” in reality. If you claim 

to believe the words of Jesus, you must, by definition, believe what Jesus says about the rest of 

the Bible. Jesus believed the rest of the Bible to be true. If you don’t believe the rest of the Bible 

is true, then you also don’t believe Jesus. And he’s the Son of God. Do not be so foolish as to 

think you are wiser or more enlightened than him.  

 
We can also think about it philosophically. God has to exist, because everything cannot come 

from nothing. However someone thinks the universe began to exist, that cause must also have a 

cause, and that cause must also have a cause, and so on and so forth. This is the problem of 

infinite regression. At some point, there has to be something that just is, something that can exist 

without being caused to exist. And whatever this thing is, we would call it “God.” 

Then if there is a God, do you suppose he would reveal himself or remain silent? If he’s 

capable of creating the universe, it is reasonable to suppose he is also capable and willing to 

introduce himself. So then we should ask, which religion proclaims a clear and consistent 

revelation of God? And there is only one answer to that question: Christianity. You can 

investigate every religion in the world, and I guarantee you, you will not find another religion in 

which God has revealed himself through such physical and tangible signs with eyewitnesses to 

testify of it. Other religions are internal; it’s just something you feel. Nothing else is verifiable 

and falsifiable the way Christianity is. So much of the Bible reads like a history book with 

names, dates, and places. That reveals that the first believers of these things did not consider 

them to be mere legends or religious truths from another realm. They understood the Scriptures 

to be theological and historical. And the revelation of God is consistent. Other religious texts are 

inconsistent and self-contradictory. But the Bible is written by many men over the course of 

1,500 years. And it is consistent from Genesis to Revelation. Of course, skeptics claim to find 

contradictions. But if you take something out of context, that’s easy to do with any text. You 

could do it with this sermon. They don’t find contradictions that cannot be answered. But if 

you’re looking for consistency, you should be able to find it, and we do find it with the Bible. 

And that points to the Bible being written by men, but breathed out by God. 

So those are some answers to how we know the Bible is true. And in my mind all of them 

work together and support each other. 

 
This is one of those passages that teaches us to trust the Bible. But it’s more than simply a 

verse in a book that says to trust that book. This is the apostle Paul, whom Jesus revealed himself 

to and took from being a persecutor of the Church to an apostle. And this Paul suffered much for 

the sake of Christ. Here he is writing to his friend and mentee to remind him of the grace of God 

revealed in the Scriptures and to encourage him to teach them faithfully, despite constant 

pressure to teach otherwise. 

He reminds Timothy that he has been learning the Scriptures since he was a child. He calls 

them “the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Jesus 

Christ” (3:15). So we see that the Bible is much more than a mere instruction book. We might 

look at the Bible like an instruction manual, kind of like how your car comes with an owner’s 

manual. But that is not the right way to view the Bible. Yes, it has instructions and commands. It 

teaches us how to live our lives and treat others. But it is much more than a cold instruction 

book. It is living and active (Heb. 4:12). It is able to make you wise for salvation. That is, it is 
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not primarily about what you and I must do, but it is the story of what God has done to save us 

through Jesus Christ. This should be a great comfort to us and an encouragement to open our 

Bibles. Sometimes, when we’re caught in some sin or bad habit, we might not want to open our 

Bibles, because we know that we deserve condemnation, and we feel like that’s what God will 

do to us through the Scriptures. But that is not the ultimate point of the Bible. We should have 

confidence that when we open it, God will reveal his grace to us. He will convict us of sin, so 

that we will confess those sins and cling to his grace through Jesus. So whenever your sin tempts 

you to hide from God or keep your Bible closed, remember that the Scriptures are not given to 

condemn you, but to make you wise for salvation. When you open your Bible, you should expect 

God to comfort you in the end. And I do not mean that the whole process will be comfortable. 

Repentance is often uncomfortable as we go through it, but it leads to the greatest comfort in the 

end, knowing that our sins are forgiven for Christ’s sake, and we have peace with God. 

It creates and nurtures faith. So we don’t just read it for information and then put it down. We 

don’t say, “Oh yeah, I read it once. I know what it says.” That’s like saying, “I ate a salad one 

time. I know what they’re like.” That’s not the point of a salad, nor is it the point of the 

Scriptures. We constantly need nutrition. This is especially true for our souls. And that constant 

nutrition comes from the Scriptures. “Man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every 

word that comes from the mouth of the LORD” (Deut. 8:3; Matt. 4:4; Luke 4:4). 

Verse 16 supports the doctrine that the Bible is true and without error. The contemporary 

word is “inerrant.” It’s a word that faithful theologians in the 19th and 20th centuries adopted to 

describe the truthfulness of the Bible when skeptical theologians attacked it, saying that some of 

it has errors, so that they could take the parts they want and discard the parts they don’t want. 

But if all Scripture is breathed out by God, how can it have errors, unless we think that God 

either lies or makes mistakes? 

The word that Paul uses to describe Scripture is literally, “God-breathed.” This is an 

interesting concept, so I’m going to give you a quiz. You can do it silently. I’m going to give you 

two words to describe the Bible, and you have to pick one. Just for fun, I’m going to make it 

tricky, so consider yourselves warned. Would you say that the Bible is inspired or expired? You 

have to pick one of those words: inspired or expired? And think carefully about what those 

words mean. The correct answer is expired. Now that sounds bad. I suppose if someone wanted 

to, they could take that fifteen-second clip, send it to headquarters, and get me removed from the 

clergy roster. So let me explain, and I think you will see the point. What do the words “inspire” 

and “expire” mean? The “spire” part means to breathe, like respiration is breathing in and out 

over and over again. “Inspire” means “breathe into,” while “expire” means “breathe out.” So I 

don’t mean that the Bible is outdated like a moldy piece of cheese. The Bible will never be 

outdated. The word “expire” is sometimes used to refer to death, because you breathe out, and 

you do not breathe in again. I suppose that’s how it came to be used for things that go bad. So, is 

Scripture breathed out by God? Of course it is. Is Scripture inspired by God? Does God breathe 

into it? That sounds pious, but if we want to get technical, and today I do, the answer is “no.” In 

order for God to breathe into Scripture, the words would have to exist before his breath comes to 

it. Adam was inspired by God. God formed his body first, and then breathed life into him (Gen. 

2:7). The prophets and apostles were inspired by God (2 Peter 1:21). And this is how we can 

accurately speak of the inspiration of Scripture. We can say that God breathed his Spirit into the 

prophets and apostles so that they would speak and write his words. But the words of Scripture 

never existed before God breathed them. Why does this distinction matter? It’s because skeptical 

theologians in the 19th and 20th centuries tried to use the word “inspire” to say that the Bible was 
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originally merely the words of men, and so it could contain errors, but God took those words and 

breathed meaning and life into them. They could even say that God breathes different meanings 

into them for different times. This denies the truthfulness of Scripture in a pious sounding way. 

So if we want to get technical, and sometimes we need to, we should not say that God breathed 

into the Scriptures, but that he breathed out the Scriptures. This means that all of Scripture is the 

Word of God. Of course, the best way to describe this is to use the word Paul uses here: “God-

breathed.” God breathed all of Scripture. He is the source of it. So if someone ever says, “The 

Bible contains the Word of God,” we should say, “No, the Bible is the Word of God.” 

 
And what is it for? We already learned that it is able to make us wise for salvation. That is 

the primary purpose of Scripture. Paul goes on that it is “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness” (3:16). 

“Teaching” is very broad and expansive. Everything revealed in the Scriptures should be 

taught. In doing so, we learn the truth about God, the world, and ourselves. 

“Reproof” and “correction” are similar. Both have to do with our actions. “Reproof,” or some 

translations use the word “rebuke,” has to do with pointing out an error, while “correction” 

replaces that error with what is good and true. 

“Training in righteousness” takes that correction and makes it consistent over a long period 

of time in order to cultivate virtue. The way Paul states this (παιδείαν τὴν ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ) 

reminds us of the way parents train their children. Good parents don’t just tell a child something 

once and expect it to instantly become part of their character. It takes time, persistence, and a 

good example to follow. The same is true for Christian virtues taught in the Scriptures. You can’t 

simply read that the fruit of the Spirit is self-control (Gal. 5:23) and then resolve to have self-

control. It doesn’t work like that. But it takes continual meditation on the Scriptures, repentance, 

and prayer, so that it becomes the way we think, and then the way we act. And over time, our 

Christian teachers use the Word of God to train us in righteousness. 

So Paul does not merely command Timothy to use the Word of God in his personal life, but 

Timothy is a pastor, so he commands him to use the Word of God to minister to others. In 

chapter 4, he says, “Preach the word: be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and 

exhort” (4:2). Again, Paul is emphasizing reproof and rebuke. The Word of God does this. It 

corrects us when we are wrong. And this might be painful, so we find clever ways to weasel out 

of it. If we don’t like some of God’s commands, we might say that they’re outdated, because 

people don’t live that way anymore. And it might be true that people don’t live that way 

anymore, but it’s usually not going well for them. Or we might use the biblical truth that the 

sinful nature persists until we die (Rom. 7) as an excuse. The fact that the sinful nature still exists 

does not allow us to throw up our hands in surrender, but it means that we should confess our 

sins again and again and diligently fight against sin as long as we live. When there is no fight, we 

should be concerned. 

Paul warns Timothy that, “The time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, 

but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions” 

(4:3). Doesn’t that sound like a prophecy of our day? Whatever you want to hear, you can find a 

preacher who says it. And I don’t know if Paul is really making a prophecy, where the Holy 

Spirit revealed to him a specific time when this would happen, or if he simply knew what is in 

the heart of man, and instead of sincerely seeking the will of God, we will find people who tell 

us what we want to hear. So it’s a caution to Timothy, the men he will train, and to all who read 
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this letter: don’t be a sellout. Preach what is revealed in the Word. Pass on what we have learned 

from Paul, the other apostles, and the prophets. 

There is a very real temptation for us to change or water down our teaching. And it’s easy to 

justify. We want to reach people with the Gospel of Jesus. Nothing is more important than that. 

So what do we do when some part of God’s Word seems like a hindrance to that? Wouldn’t it be 

better to go easy on sin in order to not offend people? It might not even be that we change our 

teaching; we just tone it down for a bit. What do we do when some part of God’s Word seems 

like a hindrance to our mission? And I intentionally use the word “seems,” because no part of the 

Word of God is a hindrance to the Gospel. Sin and unbelief are hindrances. The lies of the devil 

are a hindrance. But God’s Word is not. It can feel like we need to change part of it or censor 

part of it in order to make our Gospel proclamation more effective. But it’s not true. Those 

churches that conformed to the culture are shrinking fast. They are the churches the culture wants 

to exist, but doesn’t bother to go to. We should never think that we can modify or improve upon 

the message God delivered to us in the Scriptures. If we think that, what do we ultimately think? 

That we’re wiser than God. That’s foolishness. 

To not believe that Jesus is the Son of God is foolish. “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no 

God’” (Ps. 14:1; 53:1). But I can understand how a person could not know that Jesus is the Son 

of God if it hasn’t been proclaimed to them or if they’ve never really given much thought to it. 

But here’s what I cannot understand, this is what I find really foolish: to acknowledge that Jesus 

is the Son of God and that he rose from the dead, but not believe the Bible is completely true. 

Because what would that take? It would mean that we have a God who revealed himself in 

physical flesh, and he gave us this book to tell us all about it and why he did it, but that he also 

allows errors in this book—a book that Jesus calls true—so that we would sincerely look for the 

truth of God in this book and come away with errors. It’s foolish to think that the true God, who 

wants us to know him, would lead us to a book with errors in it. 

No. “All Scripture is God-breathed.” 

 
We can and should rejoice in this. The only reason we don’t is because our sinful nature 

despises God’s Word. It tells us that the evil things we love are wrong and damaging to us. This 

is painful. But we should actually want to go through that, so that we can be forgiven and healed. 

That, in the end, is what the Scriptures do to us. God forgives us and heals us through his Word. 

Whenever we feel the devil tempting us to despise or neglect the Word of God, we should fight 

that temptation by opening it. And there we have life. 

The Scriptures teach us that every human is a precious soul, created in the image of God. 

They teach us that, though we have fallen into sin and live in rebellion against God, he has not 

abandoned us. They teach us that he gave his Son for us. Jesus took on our human flesh, so that, 

at the cross, he could take our sin into his body, suffer, and die as the perfect substitute for us. 

The Scriptures teach the glorious truth that Jesus rose from the dead, triumphing over sin and 

death. And they teach that when Jesus returns, he will raise the dead, transform his believing 

saints after his perfect image, and bring us into his new creation forever. They make us “wise for 

salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” So submit yourselves to God’s Word, and have life. 

Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


