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REFLECTION PAGE 
For use as a small group discussion starter and/or for personal spiritual reflection 

Written by: Andy Bryan 

Breath in the Bible 
 

Read over the four quotations to the left. They are 

united by the idea of “breath.” The Genesis quote 

is from the second creation story. The Ezekiel 

quote is a part of the so called “dry bones” 

prophecy. 

 

- How do these four passages “interpret” one 

another? In other words, how is the meaning of 

one enhanced by the meanings of the others? 

 

- How significant is the connection between 

“breath” and “life?” 

 

Consider this: The same word in both Hebrew 

and Greek is translated as “breath” and “spirit” in 

English.  

 

- What is the connection among the Holy Spirit, 

breath, and life? 

- Would you say these three ideas are 

synonymous? 

- Maybe a symbiotic relationship, in which you 

can’t have one without the other? 

- Or maybe you see it more as “cause and effect,” 

as in the Spirit is the source for the other two? 

- How would you put it in your own words? 

The flipside: 

The majority of occurrences of the word “breath” 

in scripture refer to somebody dying, either that 

their breath is no longer in them or that the “breath 

of God” has destroyed them (i.e. Isaiah 11:4). 

- What do you make of this? 

- Can the “breath of God” be both a creative and a 

destructive force? How? 

Genesis 2:7 (NRSV)  

…then the Lord God formed man from the dust 

of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the 

breath of life; and the man became a living 

being. 

 

Psalm 150:6 (NRSV) 

Let everything that breathes praise the Lord! 

Praise the Lord! 

 

Ezekiel 37:10 (NRSV) 

I prophesied as he commanded me, and the 

breath came into them, and they lived, and stood 

on their feet, a vast multitude. 

 

John 20:19-23 (NRSV) 

When it was evening on that day, the first day of 

the week, and the doors of the house where the 

disciples had met were locked for fear of the 

Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and 

said, ‘Peace be with you.’ 
20

After he said this, he 

showed them his hands and his side. Then the 

disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 
21

Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. 

As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ 
22

When he had said this, he breathed on them 

and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. 
23

If 

you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven 

them; if you retain the sins of any, they are 

retained.’ 

 

(The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the  

New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright, 

1989, by the Division of Christian Education of the 

National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. 

Used by permission. All rights reserved.) 
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Creation / Re-Creation 
 

- Why do you suppose John writes about Jesus breathing on the disciples in order to give 

them the Holy Spirit here in this post-resurrection story? 

- Couldn’t he have just given it to them? Maybe by touching them?  

Laying his hands on their heads? Just speaking to them? 

 

*In Genesis, God’s breath gives life to humanity.* 

*In Ezekiel, the breath gives life to a valley of dead bones.* 

 

- So, in John, is something being created? Is something being given life? 

- What exactly is it, do you think? 

- Was it something being created “from scratch,” like in Genesis? 

- Or is it something that has died and is being given new life, like in Ezekiel? 

- Or maybe somehow both/and? What would that look like? 

God’s Voice 

 

This story tells about a voice from above 

that identifies Jesus as “my son” and then 

gives the command to “listen to him.” 

There are numerous other Bible stories in 

which God’s voice is heard. 

 

- Have you ever heard God’s voice? 

- How did you know it was God’s? 

- If you have not heard a literal voice, is 

there a way you have “heard God’s 

voice” in a figurative sense? 

- What do you suppose most people 

mean when they say they hear God’s 

voice? 

Quotable: 
 

“All things share the same breath - 
the beast, the tree, the man... the air 
shares its spirit with all the life it 
supports.”  

        - attributed to Chief Seattle 
 
 
- What is your response to this idea? 
- Does it make sense to you? 
 
- How is it similar to the quote to the 
left from Ecclesiastes? 
- How is it different? 
 
 

Just Like the Animals? 

 

One of the most interesting places the 

Bible talks about breath is Ecclesiastes 

3.19: 

For the fate of humans and the fate of 

animals is the same; as one dies, so dies 

the other. They all have the same breath, 

and humans have no advantage over the 

animals; for all is vanity.  

 

- What do you make of this passage? 

 

- How might this scriptural connection to 

the animal world impact our treatment of 

animals and our general stewardship of 

the earth? 

 
Respiration Analogy 

I heard once that a relationship with Christ is like breathing. We “inhale” grace and we 

“exhale” discipleship. You can’t have one without the other, but you can tell which is 

more important at any given time - it depends on which you did most recently. 
- Does that make sense? (It does in my mind, at least ) 

- Does this analogy work for you in thinking about your relationship with Christ? 

- Do you feel like you are in a place spiritually where you need to “inhale” or “exhale” next? 


