
Difficult Texts in 1John 5 
By Paul R. Blake 

 
 A young evangelist recently asked me: “Can you help me understand 1John 5:6-8 and 
5:16-17?” 
 “For there are three that bear witness in heaven: the Father, the Word, and the Holy 
Spirit; and these three are one. And there are three that bear witness on earth: the Spirit, the 
water, and the blood; and these three agree as one” (1John 5:7-8). 1John 5:7-8, or the “Comma 
Johanneum,” does not exist in manuscripts before 1600. It is believed that those verses were 
added by Erasmus in his third edition of the Greek New Testament under pressure from the 
Catholic Church. While their meaning does no violence to the scriptures, at best it is 
unnecessary and irrelevant; in reality it is one of three cases in the King James where verses 
crept into the text that were not in the oldest manuscripts. It appears that the intended meaning 
is that the heavenly witnesses -- Father, Son, and Spirit -- testify alike to the authenticity of 
revelation, specifically salvation generated by the love of God. And that the three “witnesses” of 
the same in this world -- the spirit of the revealed word, the water of baptism, and the blood of 
Christ shed in this world -- give like testimony to the same thing.  
 “If anyone sees his brother sinning a sin which does not lead to death, he will ask, and 
He will give him life for those who commit sin not leading to death. There is sin leading to death. 
I do not say that he should pray about that. All unrighteousness is sin, and there is sin not 
leading to death” (1John 5:16-17). As to “sin not unto death” and “sin unto death”… that's easy. 
What sins are unlikely to lead unto spiritual and eternal death? Sins committed by one who can 
and will repent (see 1John 1:6-10, 2:1-2). If one has a humble heart, every sin that is truly 
repented and confessed by a fallen Christian will be forgiven upon asking God in intercessory 
prayer. What kinds of sins lead inexorably to spiritual and eternal death? Those committed by 
one who refuses to repent, by one who is reprobate and has lost his capacity for remorse. (See 
Titus 3:10-11; Rom. 1:28-32) There is no point in praying for forgiveness for someone who is 
determined to remain in sin. “For if we sin willfully after we have received the knowledge of the 
truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain fearful expectation of judgment 
… Of how much worse punishment, do you suppose, will he be thought worthy who has 
trampled the Son of God underfoot, counted the blood of the covenant by which he was 
sanctified a common thing, and insulted the Spirit of grace?” (Heb. 10:26-27, 29). 
 
 


