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 (Recently, a brother sent the following question) “If anyone sees his brother committing a 
sin not leading to death, he shall ask and God will for him give 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. All unrighteousness is sin, and there is a sin not leading to death” (1John 5:16-17). “What is 
the sin leading to death, and what is a sin not leading to death? Does this mean that only some 
sins cause condemnation while others do not?”  
 Answer: The meaning of 1John 5:16-17 is frequently discussed and debated among 
Christians; there is no full consensus on what it means. Some suppose that the sin against the 
Holy Ghost is intended; some that the phrase signifies any great and egregious sin, such as 
murder, idolatry, adultery; some that it denotes some sin that was punishable by death under 
the Law of Moses; some that it means a sin that subjected the offender to discipline by the 
church; some that it refers to sins which brought literal death on the offender, as in the case of 
Ananias and Sapphira of Acts 5:1-11; some that it discusses crimes committed against civil law 
for which the offender is sentenced to death. There are many viewpoints, and they all cannot be 
right. 
 “A sin which is not unto death.” The great question in the interpretation of the whole 
passage is what is meant by the “sin unto death.” The Greek (amartia prov yanaton) means a 
sin which leads to death, for which spiritual death is the penalty if it continues in its course, just 
as an untreated disease can result in death for the sufferer.  
 There are two scriptural facts cannot be disputed regarding sin; and therefore, 1John 
5:16-17 must be interpreted in light of these facts. First, any un-repented sin leads to spiritual 
death. If we do not repent of our sins and confess them, we will be lost. A sin that one does not 
repent of is a sin that leads to death.  
 “If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in darkness, we lie and do not 
practice the truth. But if we walk in the light as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one 
another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from all sin. If we say that we have 
no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and 
just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1John 1:6-9). 
 Second, some sins can lead to a person becoming reprobate, that is, he is debased by 
the sin to the point that the gospel no longer has any effect on him. That is why it is important to 
repent and confess sins quickly and abandon the practice of that sin, because it can take control 
of the heart and mind of the sinner. Any sin that destroys ones’ conscience and leads to more 
and greater sins is a sin that leads to death.  
 “For if, after they have escaped the pollutions of the world through the knowledge of the 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, they are again entangled in them and overcome, the latter end is 
worse for them than the beginning. For it would have been better for them not to have known 
the way of righteousness, than having known it, to turn from the holy commandment delivered to 
them. But it has happened to them according to the true proverb: A dog returns to his own 
vomit, and, a sow, having washed, to her wallowing in the mire” (2Peter 2:20-22). “For if we sin 
willfully after we have received the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice 
for sins” (Heb. 10:26). 
 Therefore, a sin that does not lead to death is any sin that is abandoned, repented, 
confessed, and prayed for forgiveness. One is restored to fellowship and healthy spiritual life 
with God and does not die from the sin. A sin that leads to death is any sin that one refuses to 
repent of, or a sin that debases the heart and mind, blocks out the word of God, and leads to 
more sin. It is helpful and hopeful to pray for one who sins but repents and confesses in 



humility. But for those who sin and refuse to repent and instead forge ahead into more sin, there 
is little purpose in praying for such a one. He has become reprobate.  
 There is a great personal warning in this for all disciples, especially for ourselves; that is, 
be humble and repent and none of our sins will end in death. Be proud and stubborn and all of 
our sins will lead to death. 

 


