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5:9 If we receive the testimony of men, the testimony of God is greater; for the testimony of 

God is this, that He has testified concerning His Son. 

Verses 6–8 had spoken of the threefold testimony from God that showed that Jesus is the Son of God. 

Verse 9 is an argument from the lesser to the greater. The word “if” expresses a fact, not a doubt; it 

means “since we accept the testimony of men” we should accept the testimony of God (seen in Jesus’ 

baptism, death, and through the Holy Spirit—vv. 5–8). The reason we should accept God’s testimony 

concerning His Son is because it is HIS testimony about HIS Son!  

5:10 The one who believes in the Son of God has the testimony in himself; the one who does 

not believe God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed in the testimony that God 

has given concerning His Son. 

The testimony of God concerning His Son is also in us, adding to the external evidences in verses 6–8. 

Believing in Jesus as God’s Son (5:10) is equivalent to accepting God’s testimony about His Son (5:9).  

The one who does not believe makes God a liar—which of course, is a very serious charge.  

5:11 And the testimony is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. 

5:12 He who has the Son has the life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have the 

life. 

5:13 These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you 

may know that you have eternal life. 

The content of the testimony that God has given us is concerning His Son. Namely, that eternal life is in 

the Son: “He who has the Son has life.” If life is in the Son, and Christ is our present possession, life is 

also our present possession.  The opposite is also true. The one who does not have the Son does not 

have the life.  

We know John is speaking about eternal life in verse 12 because verse 13 says, “These things I have 

written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal 

life.” “Eternal” literally means “of the ages” or, “belonging to the ages”; the life we have in Christ will 

blend into the life in ages to come (compare “the sin leading to death” in verses 16–17). 

How do we “have the Son”?  The answer is implied clearly in verse 13: “I write this to you who believe in 

the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have eternal life.” Notice that verse 13 says 

that those who believe in the name of the Son of God have eternal life and that verse 12 says, “He who 

has the Son has life.” The way to HAVE the Son is to BELIEVE in the Son. 

5:14 This is the confidence which we have before Him, that, if we ask anything according to His 

will, He hears us. 

5:15 And if we know that He hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have the requests 

which we have asked from Him. 

Christians not only have assurance of their salvation, they also have assurance that God will answer their 

prayers.  
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Both John and Jesus spoke of God answering our prayers. Jesus said in John 14:13–14, “Whatever you 

ask in My name, that will I do . . .” and “If you ask Me anything in My name, I will do it.”   

Nevertheless, we all know that not every prayer is answered in the way we requested. How do we 

account for this?  

Prayer is not a standalone. For example, although John says in verse 14, “if we ask anything . . .  He 

hears,”  he also says, “whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His commandments and 

do the things that are pleasing in His sight” (1 Jn. 3:22). In a similar way, in John 15:7 Jesus said, “ask 

whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.” Then in John 15:16 He said, “[I] appointed you that you 

would go and bear fruit, and that your fruit would remain, so that whatever you ask of the Father in My 

name He may give to you.” The logical connection between the two parts of John 15:16 are 

tremendously important. Jesus chose us to bear fruit in order that the Father might answer our prayers. 

Prayer malfunctions when it is not used in fruit-bearing. If you are not devoted to fruit-bearing, you have 

no warrant for expecting answers to prayer. Thus we see that obedience and devotion to fruit-bearing 

play a role in answered prayer. We could also add Jesus’ words in Matthew 21:22:  “all things you ask in 

prayer, believing, you will receive.”  

In short, the Bible assumes that we will pray in keeping with God’s purposes because our desires will be 

for His desires to come to pass.  

Someone may object: “Why pray if God is going to answer according to His desires anyway?”  

Our relationship to prayer and the sovereignty of God functions in much the same way that 

complimentary truths relate to God’s sovereignty. For example, the Bible clearly teaches that God elects 

people for salvation. This means that no one can be persuaded to come to Christ, or that anyone will 

seek salvation apart from God drawing them (Ro. 3:11; Jn. 3:19–20). Yet God’s election never functions 

to foster complacency toward the lost, or to stifle evangelistic zeal. On the contrary, the sovereign work 

of God in salvation causes us to marvel at His grace (Ro. 9), gives us confidence that some will be saved 

(Acts 18:9–10), and promotes endurance in sharing the gospel based on God’s promise that we will bear 

fruit (Jn. 15:16). 

In like manner, the sovereignty of God never promotes moral indifference on the ground that we are 

helpless to do any better. Conversely, because God is sovereignly working in our lives we can have 

confidence that change will take place and our efforts to please God will not be in vain (Phil. 2:12–13). 

The reason we pray is because prayer is the appointed means that God uses to accomplish His sovereign 

purposes. “Unanswered” prayer (prayer that isn’t answered as we prayed) is not evidence that God 

doesn’t hear; it is evidence that our prayers were not aligned with the will of God. In such cases, we 

rejoice that God does not do what we asked, but does what is best instead. 

5:16 If anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death, he shall ask and God will 

give him life - to those who commit sin not leading to death. There is a sin leading to death; I 

do not say that he should make request for this. 
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5:17 All unrighteousness is sin, and there is a sin not leading to death. 

In verses 14–15 John gave the reader assurance that God will answer prayer. Now he gives specific 

encouragement to pray that God would restore a professing believer (brother) who is sinning. There is, 

however, one limitation to such a prayer. If the person’s sin involves “a sin that leads to death,” prayer 

should not be offered (Akin, 207).   

What is a sin that leads to death? 

There are three main interpretations: 

1. A specific deadly sin  

2. The Blasphemy of the Holy Spirit (the unpardonable sin, Matt. 12:31) 

3. The total rejection of the Gospel  

The third view (total rejection of the Gospel) seems to have the least difficulties.  

OBSERVATIONS:  

1) The sin is committed by a “brother.”  

Although “brother” generally refers to a Christian, it can also refer to a professing individual within the 

Christian community who is not really a believer. For example, some within the church, who perhaps in 

their own estimation thought they were brothers, showed that they were not saved by their departure 

from the community of God (I Jn. 3:12–17). As Charles Hodge, in his Commentary on the Epistle to the 

Ephesians (124) rightly observes, “the Scripture always speaks of men according to their profession, 

calling those who profess faith, believers, and those who confess Christ, Christians.” However, this does 

not necessarily mean that what they profess is real.  This is especially true in 1 John where John is 

questioning the reality of those who profess faith but do not live like Christians.   

There are a few reasons to doubt that this “brother” is really saved: 

a) John says that God will give him life (future tense). In the context, “life” is referring to eternal 

life (see verse 13 and 20). If the “brother” will be given life, then he does not possess it. If he 

does not possess it, then he is not saved. As Stott says, “How can you give life to one who is 

already alive? This man is not a Christian, for Christians do not fall into death when they fall into 

sin” (189). 

b) Elsewhere in the epistle of John, “brother” is used of people who have questionable faith (1 

Jn.  2:9, 11; 3:10, 17; 4:20).  

c) It is not uncommon for the Scriptures to speak to professing believers when addressing the 

church, such as in 1 Cor. 5:11; 2 Cor. 11:26; and Gal. 2:4. 

Apparently, the readers were to regard other members of the Christian community as 

“brothers” based on their profession of faith even though their conduct could be questionable. 
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If someone began “slipping” it could be taken as a reason to question their profession, but not 

as a basis to write him off as a non-member of the brotherhood (cf. 2:9, 11; 3:16–17; 4:20; 

Robert L. Thomas, Exegetical Digest on 1 John, 467).   

2) “Committing a sin”  

“Committing a sin” is a present participle in Greek which is durative, indicating continuous action. 

Therefore, this is not referring to a specific sin, but a state of sinfulness from which specific acts of sin 

come forth.  In other words, what is observed in the sinning “brother” is a habitual pattern of sin, a 

lifestyle that is inconsistent with true saving faith (cf.1 John 3:7–10, 14–15; ), not an isolated incident of 

sinful behavior.   

The main thematic thread of the Epistle supports this contention, for the true believer does not practice 

sin (2:1; 3:4, 6, 8, 9). John has often mentioned the theme of sinning in this epistle (e.g. 1:7–10; 2;2, 12; 

3:3–5. 8–9; 4:10); the believer is not without sin (1:8), but he is not characterized by an ongoing sinful 

lifestyle (3:8–9; 5:18; Akin, 207). John consistently employs present tense verbs to refer to the sins 

which characterize the unsaved (3:4, 6, 8; 5:18). Other evidences of an unregenerate heart in 1 John are 

spoken of in the present tense, such as loving the world (2:15), not keeping the commandments (2:4), 

hating a brother (2:9, 11; 3:10, 14 ff.; 4:8, 20), walking in darkness (1:6; 2:12), lying (1:6), and denying 

that Jesus is the Christ (2:22 ff.). It appears that the individual in 5:16 habitually practices sin to the 

extent that his character and lifestyle ultimately show others within the local body of believers that he is 

not a believer. 

Elsewhere, the NT teaches that those who are immoral, covetous, idolatrous, revilers, drunkards, and 

swindlers shall not inherit the kingdom (1 Cor. 5:9–13; 6:9–11; Gal. 5:19–21; Eph. 5:5), for their works 

are the works of the flesh (Gal. 5:19; so also 1 Pet. 4:3–5; 1 Jn. 3:15; Rev. 21:7–8; 22:14–15). 

3) A “sin not leading to death” / “a sin that leads to death” 

Although the NAS translates verses 16–17 as “there is a sin leading to death” and “there is a sin not 

leading to death,” the indefinite article “a” is not necessary and is better left out; John is not referring to 

a specific sin but to a state of sin that finds its expression in different acts (Brooke, 146). “There is sin 

that leads to death . . . there is sin that does not lead to death” (ESV).   

In the surrounding context, the opposite of death is eternal life (5:11–13, 20), so the death spoken of is 

not physical death or even spiritual death; rather, it is the eternal aspect of spiritual death (cf. Ro. 1:32). 

We learn from this that John teaches an inaugurated eschatology of life and death. We are presently 

experiencing either eternal life or eternal death. The words John uses describe the present condition of 

the unbelieving as being “dead” (1 Jn. 3:14) and the same words describe the condition that will 

continue if it is not reversed through faith in Christ (1 Jn. 5:16–17). Human beings are presently in a 

state of perishing which will not change if left as is.   

All sin results in the continuation of spiritual death unless it is forgiven in Christ.  It is, therefore, likely 

that “sin not leading to death” is speaking of sin which can be repented of and forgiven. In that case, “sin 
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leading to death” would be sin that cannot be forgiven. Since all sin can be forgiven except the sin of 

unbelief, the sin leading to death must be the rejection of Christ. In 1 John this sin includes the refusal to 

believe that Jesus has come in the flesh, that He is God, and that He is the source of eternal life (I Jn. 

2:22; 3:23; 4:2–3, 15; 5:1–2, 5, 10). Many other sins fit in the same category; if they are persisted in, the 

only possible outcome is eternal death.  This has led some to conclude that John is specifically referring 

to those who were associated with the church as professing believers, but left, proving themselves to be 

antichrists (1 Jn. 2:18–19; cf. Heb. 6:4–6).  

Summary:  

Based on the above observations, it seems that John is saying if we see someone who professes to be a 

believer living in habitual sin, we should assume that their profession isn’t real and pray that they would 

repent and God would grant them life.   

However, not every sinner is granted life as a result of answered prayer. Some sins lead to death. John is 

not strictly forbidding prayer for others, but it is clear that he is in doubt about the efficacy of praying for 

some (Akin, 208).  

OBJECTIONS TO THIS VIEW: 

First, if both men in verse 16 are nonbelievers, how are we to know which one has committed sin that 

does not lead to death and which one has committed sin that does lead to death? How are we supposed 

to differentiate between an unbeliever and a “hardened” unbeliever, in order that we might pray for the 

former but not the latter?   

RESPONSE: If those who commit “sin leading to death” are those whom John calls antichrists in 

1 John 1:18–19, two groups of people would be distinguishable—those who profess Christ but 

are living in sin and those who deny Christ and have left the church. It is significant that John 

makes it clear that the antichrists who were once in the church were not actually saved. Their 

leaving the community was a good thing; it showed conclusively that they were never real 

members of it in the first place; they had only been pretenders. 

Secondly, if the above view is correct, it sounds like prayer for an unbeliever who professes to be a 

Christian will be answered and they will be saved, while the efficacy of prayer for other types of 

unbelievers is questionable.  This thinking doesn’t appear anywhere else in the Bible which makes this 

interpretation suspect.  

5:18 We know that no one who is born of God sins; but He who was born of God keeps him, 

and the evil one does not touch him. 

5:19 We know that we are of God, and that the whole world lies in the power of the evil one. 

Verses 18–20 continue the theme of assurance, but move from assurance of answered prayer to 

assurance coming from our knowledge;  

 in verse 18 “we know that no one who is born of God sins” 
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 in verse 19 “we know that the whole world lies in the power of the evil one” 

 in verse 20 “we know that the Son of God has come.”  

First, we know that those born of God do not continue to practice sin (5:18; cf. 5:16; 3:6, 9). This is 

because we have been born of God—new conduct follows new birth. The verse also assures us that 

Christ will keep us:  “He who was born of God (Christ) keeps him (the believer), and the evil one (Satan) 

does not touch him (I.e.  does not touch the believer to the point of doing him harm).” See the following 

verses on this latter point: 

 John 17:12:  “I was keeping them in Your name which You have given Me; and I guarded them 

and not one of them perished but the son of perdition, so that the Scripture would be fulfilled.” 

 1 Peter 1:3–5: “[God] . . . has caused us . . . to obtain an inheritance  . . . reserved in heaven for 

you, who are protected by the power of God . . .” 

 Jude 1:24: “Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the 

presence of His glory blameless with great joy” 

Secondly, “we know that we are of God” and that the whole world (that is, human society) is under the 

power of Satan. Satan holds the whole world in his power. See below: 

 2 Corinthians 4:4:  “The god of this age has blinded the minds of the unbelievers.”   

 Colossians 1:13:  [we were] “delivered from the dominion of darkness” and transferred into the 

kingdom of Christ.”  

 Ephesians 2:2: “You all once walked according to the age of this world, according to the prince 

of the power of the air, the spirit who is now at work in the sons of disobedience.”  

 Galatians 1:4: “Christ gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age.”  

 Ephesians 5:16: “Redeem the time, for the days are evil.”  

 John 12:31: “Now is the judgment of this world, now shall the ruler of this world be cast out.”  

 John 14:30: “The ruler of this world is judged.” 

5:20 And we know that the Son of God has come, and has given us understanding so that we 

may know Him who is true; and we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ. This is the 

true God and eternal life.  

5:21 Little children, guard yourselves from idols. 

Lastly,  we know that (1) the Son of God has come, and (2) has given us understanding so that we may 

know Him (God) who is true; and (3) we are in Him (God) who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ (knowledge 

of the true God comes from being in Christ).  

Confidence does not come by simply knowing truth (in an abstract sense), but by knowing Christ who is 

true and reveals the true God. We have assurance because we personally know Christ and are in Him.   

“This” in the last sentence of verse 20 could be a reference to either the Father or Christ.  If it is Christ 

(the nearest antecedent) then this is a powerful confirmation of His deity. He is the true God and eternal 

life.  


