All Scripture is God-breathed . . . (2 Tim. 3:16)
 - an Analysis of this Verse in the Context of 2 Tim. 3:14-17

 v. 14:But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it,

 v. 15:and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.

 v. 16: All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,

 v. 17: so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

(2 Tim. 3:14-17, NIV)

                                            —————————

Every scripture inspired of God is also profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for instruction which is in righteousness. (2 Tim 3:16, American Standard Version)

                                         ——————————

In this article, I wish to suggest that  most of the translations of the famous verse 2 Tim. 3:16 are “sort of” correct, but that they fail to take into account the way that Paul has structured this verse within the surrounding verses, 14-17, of that chapter—and as a result have, I believe, missed a vital aspect of what Paul intends. Please let me try to explain what I’m think getting at!

My main difficulty is that, as I was reading these verses, I was struck by the fact that according to all translations, the Scriptures, together with faith in Christ Jesus, were involved in salvation or “wisdom unto salvation” in verses 14-15, but that, when it came to acquiring righteousness and good works in verses 16-17, the Scriptures alone appeared to be sufficient for this purpose, and faith in Christ Jesus was not specifically mentioned. Why the difference between salvation and righteousness in these verses? When speakers and commentaries point out (correctly) that the Scriptures in question are primarily the Old Testament, we are left with the alarming possibility in the current translations that, whilst Christ is necessary for salvation, it is the Old Testament—particularly OT law—that supplies us with the rules for Christian righteousness. This view is seen in Covenant theology/the Westminster Confession of Faith etc. In these theological systems, the OT law—particularly as expressed in the 10 Commandments is claimed to be the eternal moral law of God governing Christians in the New Covenant! Paul’s insistence, throughout his writings that the Old Law is finished (e.g. it is the dead husband of Rom. Ch. 7) and that Christians are not under this law, seems make few inroads into this settled legalistic theological viewpoint.

So, is the translation of these verses correct? That is what I hope to investigate in this article. Basically, I hope to show that it is possible that the expression 
“through faith in Christ Jesus”, applies (like the references to the Scriptures) to both halves of the passage and hence equally to the first half (the “salvation” section) and to the second half (the “righteousness” section).  However, that is jumping ahead.

The Interlinear Greek-English text is given below:
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As suggested earlier, these verses really divide into two parts. The first half (vs. 14 and 15) concerns Timothy personally, and is about both Timothy’s teacher(s) and the role of Scripture in making him “wise unto salvation through faith in Christ Jesus”. The second half (always taken as vs. 16 and 17) focuses on Scripture and concerns the “man of God” and the role of Scripture in producing righteousness and good works. The first half is thus specific to Timothy, and the second more general; the first about Scripture and salvation, the second about Scripture and righteousness,.

The passage is 60 words long, and the middle two words are en Christo (in Christ).

Here are some thoughts about the Greek text of this passage

 1) As with all NT texts, there is no punctuation in the original Greek. The expression “through faith in Christ Jesus” has in the translations, always been connected with that which precedes it, namely, “. . wise unto salvation” in v. 15 and not to the following, “All Scripture . .” at the beginning of v. 16 but it could, grammatically, really belong to either (or to both simultaneously!) 

 2) The expression translated as, “All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable . . 
. ” does not have the verb “is” in the original—in fact there are no verbs at all in v. 16. As a result, there is some flexibility in translation. If we put the verb “is” after the word  Theopneutos, “God-inspired”, and translate kai as “further” or “indeed” etc., we have not substantially changed the meaning, and, through this understanding of the word kai, have provided a linkage between verses 14-15 and verses 16-17 which explicitly incorporates the idea of development within Paul’s teaching in these verses. Thus:

“All God-breathed Scripture is, further/indeed/moreover, profitable for teaching . . “

Or, more literally,

“All Scripture, God-breathed, is, further . . . “

In English, we usually put our adjectives before our nouns, but in Greek both orderings are equally used. So rendering this proposed translation into good English requires swapping noun (Scripture) and adjective (God-breathed), but the Greek as written would have seemed normal to the original hearers!

Why does Paul use this particular word order? Well, whether we translate this expression as “All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable . .” or in the way suggested above, there is nevertheless a chiastic element when seen in conjunction with the “holy writings” in v. 15: 

                       A)   Holy  (adj.)

                              B)     Writings (noun)

                                        . . . .

                             B`)      Scripture (noun)

                      A`)  God-inspired (adj.)

Also, (as will be discussed later), the holy writings (plural) produce a singular effect—”wise unto salvation” - but the God-inspired Scripture (singular) produces plural effects (teaching, conviction etc.) - again a “balanced” way of putting things.

 3) If the above reading is plausible, then this allows for linking the start of v. 16  with the previous phrase at the end of v. 15 to produce:

  “Through faith in Christ Jesus, all God-breathed Scripture is, further, profitable . . ”. 

According to this way of looking at the passage, Paul has deliberately placed the phrase “Through faith in Christ Jesus” at the thematic centre of the teaching on Scripture in such a way that it applies equally to the upper section about Scripture and salvation and to the lower section about Scripture and righteousness. 
This bi-valency makes translation into English a bit awkward, but nevertheless possible, and this will be discussed later. 

 4) In defence of the translation “All God-breathed Scripture is, further, profitable . . “, as opposed to the conventional translation, “All Scripture is inspired by God and is profitable . .”, one could perhaps argue that Paul would not at this point need to tell Timothy that all Scripture is God-breathed—surely that is common ground between them—rather Paul seems to suggest that its God-breathed nature makes it profitable for teaching/righteousness etc. Besides, Paul has just described the Scriptures with the adjective “holy”: he did not need to tell Timothy that they were holy, rather Paul suggests is their nature as holy that makes them appropriate for guiding towards salvation. (After all, Paul (Heb. 12:14) tells us to strive for holiness without which no-one will see the Lord (salvation)).

 5) I now wish to look at the grammatical structure of the opening part of the passage namely verses 14-15a. This is a well-known grammatical problem discussed in the commentaries, and there is also a minor question regarding translation which I also wish briefly to discuss. Neither of these matters affects the main point of this article, but I think that a structural analysis might possibly be able to help with the grammatical issues. 

The minor question is as follows: 

One of the two reasons Paul gives Timothy for “continuing in what he has learned etc.” is that he (Timothy) knows “from whom you have learned”. (The word for whom is plural). Now some translations opt for a literal translation, as above, but others hold that there is an implied “those”, and so they give the meaning that Timothy knows “those from whom you have learned”. There is a slight preponderance of versions favouring the former translation, and I think they are right. 

There is very little difference between the two translations, but there is a difference. For example, X, who has attended some lectures by Albert Einstein, might correctly say that he (X) knows from whom he (X) learned the Theory of Relativity.  This is not quite the same as saying that he knows Albert Einstein from whom he learned the Theory of Relativity!

In our case, the difference is that in the former translation, what Timothy knows is that his learning process came under the tutelage of certain people; in the latter case, it is not a “what”, but a “who” that Timothy knows: he knows the people, and it was these people who taught him, but that latter fact is not actually included in the knowing itself. I think the latter translation, with its interpolated “those”, is probably not correct—despite providing additional material for interesting sermons! 

Grammatically, the difference is that in the former case, the object of the verb “knowing” is the noun clause “from whom you have learned”, in the latter it is the noun “[those]” - the noun itself being modified by the adjectival clause “from whom you have learned”. 

The main  problem in vs. 14-15a is as follows:

The usual translation for this section (v. 14-15a) of our passage is something like:

“You, however, continue in the things you have learned and become convinced of, knowing from whom you have learned them, and that from childhood you have known the sacred writings which . . .” (NASB)

The problem concerns the expression, “and that from childhood you have known the sacred writings . .”. The word “that” tells us that this clause is to be linked to something earlier. But what? In most translations, the clause is understood as noun clause functioning as one of two objects of the verb “knowing” - the other object being “[them] from whom you have learned [those things]” - as previously discussed. The verb “knowing” is the implied adverbial clause “since you know”;  is an adverbial clause of reason since it tells us why Timothy is being commanded to “continue”.

On this understanding, we would  translate as follows:

“You, knowing from whom you learned and [knowing] that from a child you have known  the sacred writings which are able to make you wise unto salvation through faith in Christ Jesus, continue in what you have learned and become convinced of.  

In my ancient schooldays, we used to do “clause analysis” in English, and we had to diagram sentences based on their grammatical structure. I have attempted part of the structure for vs. 14-15a on the next page.

Part of the difficulty with the above analysis and translation is that there is a (perhaps rather awkward) double “knowing” in this translation. Paul tells Timothy that he (Timothy) knows that he (Timothy) has known the sacred writings from childhood, and that this is a motive for him continuing in the things he has learnt. But, it could be argued, it is more reasonable to suppose that it is simply Timothy’s having known the sacred writings from childhood that is the appropriate motive, not Timothy’s knowledge that he has known the sacred writings from childhood!! Now, despite this, I currently think that this is the correct translation, but I would like nevertheless to look at an alternative, which is grammatically possible and which is found in a small number of translations. 

The alternative concerns the little word oti near the beginning of v. 15 which is 
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usually translated “that” or “how”.  However, it could also be translated “because”. In fact, on the excellent biblehub website, I note that three of the many translations provided for v. 15 do just this. They are the Aramaic Bible in Plain English, Douay-Rheims and Young’s Literal Translation. Here for example is Douay-Rheims:

“And because from thy infancy thou hast known the holy scriptures, which can instruct thee to salvation, by the faith which is in Christ Jesus.”

Well, let’s see how this “works” when seen in conjunction with v. 14:

“But continue thou in those things which thou hast learned, and which have been committed to thee: knowing (=since you know) of whom thou hast learned them; and because from thy infancy thou hast known the holy scriptures, which can instruct thee to salvation, by the faith which is in Christ Jesus.”

Here (next page)  is an attempted clause analysis of the part of vs 14-15a we are discussing:

This understanding seems attractive since it avoids the “double knowing” discussed earlier, and gives one “knowing” to each of the two reasons that Paul gives to Timothy for “continuing” - namely the personal and the scriptural. 

Well, is there any way of deciding between these two alternatives? Is the second motive for “continuing” i) Timothy’s knowledge of the sacred scriptures from childhood, or is it ii) Timothy’s knowledge that he has known the sacred scriptures from childhood? 

Whilst the grammar allows for both possibilities, the structure of the passage suggests that the usual translation (the first one we looked at) is in fact more 
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likely. To see this, we need to consider the structure of the passage as a whole. . .

In v. 14, Paul commands Timothy to abide or continue in “the things” and these things have a two-fold aspect— he has learned them (emathes, an active verb) and he has been assured of them (epistothes, a passive verb). Paul follows this up with a reason for continuing, namely “knowing” - and knowing has, again, a two-fold aspect, and these two items are presented in chiastic order relative to the two-fold continuing . I’ve tried to illustrate this in the diagram below:
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Looking at the whole structure, we see that there is also a panel aspect since B 
and C` correspond as do C and B`. Thus, B gives the active aspect of the learning process, C` the passive. Likewise B` gives the passive aspect of the result of learning (having being assured), and C the active aspect (having known).

I think that the structural symmetry provides us with evidence for the correctness of the two translational decisions described in this section.

6) The next topic concerns the “referent” for the expression, “through faith which is in Christ Jesus” at the end of v. 15. Does it refer to the immediately preceding noun, salvation, or does the expression refer to some of the other preceding words? 

Here is the text in question:

      “ . . which [sacred scriptures] are able to make you wise unto salvation

       through faith which is in Christ Jesus.” 

Salvation by faith is a very important doctrine, and this may well be at least part of the reason why some versions specifically translate in such a way as to make salvation the exclusive referent of “through faith in Christ Jesus”. Here for example is the New Living Translation, 

“and they (i.e. the holy Scriptures) have given you the wisdom to receive the salvation that comes by trusting in Christ Jesus.”

Most translations however present a more literal translation that follows the word order of the original Greek, and which has the same potential ambiguity of reference as the original text. 

Now there are actually a number of additional possibilities.

 1) The sacred scriptures, through faith in Christ Jesus, are able to make you wise to salvation

 2) The sacred scriptures have power, through faith in Christ Jesus, to make you wise to salvation

 3) The sacred scriptures have power to make you wise, through faith in Christ Jesus, unto salvation

 4) Through faith in Christ Jesus, the sacred scriptures have power to make you wise unto salvation.

In 4), it is the entire process of  “the sacred scriptures having power to make you wise unto salvation” that operates by one’s faith in Christ Jesus. 

Given the important role of the scriptures in these verses, and given the centrality of the expression “through faith in Christ Jesus”, with statements about scripture of either side, I suggest that “through faith in Christ Jesus” is intended to 
tell us how the scriptures can produce wisdom unto salvation and also teaching unto righteousness. After all, when Paul was writing, there were many Jews and others who read the scriptures without obtaining salvation or righteousness. The missing ingredient in these cases was faith in Christ Jesus.

This wider understanding—namely that “through faith in Christ Jesus” operates throughout the process  that runs from i) the holy scriptures ii) having power  iii) to produce wisdom iv) which leads salvation—incorporates the “exclusively salvation by faith” view, but goes beyond it, and also, I suggest “works” better in the wider context of the passage. 

Putting together some of the topics we have been discussing, I suggest that we might structure the central part of the passage as follows:
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Notes:

1) The top half is “personal” (repeated use of second person singular) which contrasts with the impersonal lower half.  

2) Although the structure consists of basically two panels, separated by the 
central “through faith in Christ Jesus”, there is a possible minor chiastic element in that childhood is mentioned at the beginning of the structure in A and paideian (which is a word describing the training of children (cf. paediatrics)) at the end in C`. Furthermore, these words are “chiastically located” - each being the 4th word “in” from the two extremities:
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3) B and B` both describe qualities that give the scriptures their efficacy  - power and profitability respectively. 

 4) “Through faith in Christ”, at the centre of the passage, is the principle by which the power and profitability of the scriptures are able to produce salvation and righteousness respectively.

5) In conclusion then we have “through faith in Christ Jesus” at the centre, the top half starts with the holy scriptures and ends with the word salvation, and the bottom half starts with all God-breathed scripture and ends with righteousness and the whole section starts and ends with references to “knowing from childhood” and childhood training respectively. 

I think there are two main matters which we need to address in our analysis. The first is that  the expression “and that from childhood the holy scriptures you have known” occurs in both of our structural diagrams. If we are to produce a complete structure for the whole passage, we will need either to allow for an overlap between structures, or to think again about the role of this expression! The second is the role of v. 17 which we have so far not considered.

 1) “and that from a child you have known the holy scriptures” . . .

I suggest that we should keep this, if possible, within the second of our two structural diagrams since i)  the expression “the holy scriptures” in the top half of this structure clearly “matches” “all God-breathed scripture” in the lower half whereas ii) the first structural diagram does not include any other specific reference to scripture. 

Looking at the first structural diagram, we can, actually, remove “and that from a child you have known the holy scriptures”, and expand the expression “from 
whom you learned”. The structure is now that of v. 14 on its own, not vs. 14-15a:
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2) The role of v. 17
Let’s provisionally accept this as a “working hypothesis”, and ask our second question—what is the role of v. 17?

If our overall structure is chiastic, then we might expect v. 17 to correspond chiastically to v. 14—with the teaching on scripture in vs. 15-16 sandwiched in between.

Here is v. 17 in Greek word order: 
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It is 12 words long with the central two words being, appropriately the man of God—or rather the “of God man”. The first half emphasises the intrinsic—he is complete—and the second half the extrinsic—the outworking of his completeness or “equipped-ness” in good works. 

This distinction between internal and external qualities and actions doesn’t really seem to correspond with the active/passive distinction in learning of the two halves of v. 14. Hmm.

I think the resolution of this discrepancy comes when we consider v. 13—which, I suggest offers us an (or even the) important key to the entire structure of vs. 14-17.

Here is v. 13:

“But evil men and imposters will advance to worse, deceiving and being deceived”. It is also 12 words long. It has two parts—the progression to yet worse evil by evil men, and the nature of that evil—involving active and passive deception. 

This verse, then, provides a contrast both to v. 14 and to v. 17. 

In v. 14 we have an abiding or remaining in (good) things learned in the past—in contrast to the progression (both in time and in moral degradation) (prokopto means ”cutting a way forwards”) - of the evil men, and a knowing (of true things) of what has been actively learned and passively taught in contrast to the deception and being deceived of the evil men.

In like manner, v. 17 contrasts with v. 13 since man of God contrasts with evil men, and the progression towards good works (pros pan ergon agathon) contrasts with the progression towards evil mentioned earlier. 

So, we can structure vs. 13, 14 and 17 as follows:
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It only remains to place the 36 word section containing Paul’s teaching about scripture, (with “through faith in Christ Jesus” at the thematic centre) between A2 and A2` to produce a complete (attempted!)  structural analysis—shown on the next page:

Conclusions

 1) I hope I have shown that there is a structure to verses 13-17, and that structural considerations help point towards hermeneutic aspects of these verses. Verses 13-17 are actually part of a larger section: we should really also look at the contrast between the behaviour of wicked men and the good example of Paul presented in the earlier part of 2 Tim. Ch. 3.

 2) I have suggested that the expression “through faith in Christ Jesus” applies not only to salvation in v. 15 (a wonderful truth notwithstanding!) but also to the way in which the holy scriptures should be appropriated in the acquisition of wisdom leading to salvation. (I have also argued that the expression “through faith in Christ Jesus” applies equally to the teaching in v. 16). However, coming back to v. 15, I am in good company in advocating this wider application! Here is a quotation from Ellicott’s Bible Commentary which in turn quotes the excellent 16th Century churchman and theologian Richard Hooker. I have underlined the most relevant portion:

Two powerful arguments have been here used by the Apostle to induce Timothy to remain steadfast to the great doctrines of faith, and neither to take anything from them or to add anything to them. The first presses upon him the source whence he had learned them. He, better than any one, knew who and what St. Paul was, and the position he held with his brother Apostles, as one who had been in direct communication with the Lord Himself; and the second reminded him of his own early training, under his pious mother. He appealed, as it were, to Timothy’s own deep knowledge of those Old Testament Scriptures. St. Paul’s disciple would know that the great Christian doctrines respecting the Messiah were all based strictly on these Old Testament writings. Timothy had a double reason for keeping to the old paths pointed out by the first generation of teachers. He knew the authority of the master who instructed him; and then, from his 
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own early and thorough knowledge of the Scriptures of the Jews, he was able to test thoroughly whether or no his master’s teaching was in accordance with those sacred documents.

Which are able to make thee wise unto salvation.—The present participle rendered by “which are able” is noticeable, being here used to express the ever-present power of the 

Scriptures on the human heart. The Holy Scriptures had not completed their work on Timothy when, in his boyhood, he first mastered their contents. It was still going on. “Wise unto salvation” marks the glorious end and destination of the true wisdom which is gained by a study of these sacred books. Other wisdom has a different goal. In some cases it leads to power, fame, wealth; but this wisdom leads only to one goal—salvation. The last clause—“through faith which is in Christ Jesus”—points out the only way to use these Scriptures of the old covenant so as to attain through them the goal of all true wisdom—“eternal salvation.” They must be read and studied in the light of faith in Jesus Christ. “Those (Old Testament) Scriptures, he (St. Paul) granteth, were able to make him wise unto salvation;” but, he addeth, “through the faith which is in Christ” (Hooker, Ecc. Polity, i. 14, 4). Faith in Jesus must be the torch by the light of which these ancient prophecies and types must be read.

 3) Finally, the passage as a whole contrasts two paths—that of the wicked who get worse and worse, and that of the righteous, rooted in holy scripture and faith in Christ, who progress to wisdom, salvation and righteousness. There are clearly very strong inter-textual links with wisdom literature of the OT. Indeed, our passage almost reads like a NT commentary or targum on Psalm 1! There we have:

 i) progression in wickedness (walking, standing, sitting)

 ii) rootless-ness of the wicked—they are like chaff  

 iii) the strong roots of the man who meditates on the Law of the Lord

 iv) the bearing of fruit (=good works/ righteousness)

 v) standing in the judgement and in the assembly of the righteous (=salvation)

All these points link directly with our passage.

As regards Proverbs, we have the connection between wisdom and life, which corresponds to “wise unto salvation”, and also the context of a father (and also  a mother!) giving instruction to their son, (e.g. Prov. 6:20) just as Paul (Timothy’s spiritual father) taught Timothy, as did Timothy’s mother. Their teaching is a bulwark against folly and wickedness. Also the connection between the commandments and life “Keep my commandments and live!” (Prov. 7:1-2).

 A final note: the word count for the wicked men in v.13 is 12 words. The word count for the right path described in verses 14-17 is 60 words which is 5x12. 5 is the number of grace in the bible—and it is by God’s grace that we are saved through faith, and that not or ourselves lest any man should boast. 





































