
Expectations in Praying for a 

Wayward Brother

1 John 5:16-17

A. Praying with confidence when the sin is not unto 

death (5:16a, b)

B. Concerning those sinning unto death, there is no 

command to pray for them at all (5:16c, d).
C. There is a difference between kinds of sinning 

(1Jn. 5:17).



a. We need to be alert for such an occasion because 

it might happen that “anyone” of us might find a 

brother in this sort of situation.

A. Praying with confidence when the sin is not unto 

death (5:16a, b)
1. (vs. 16a) In the course of life there is a significant 

probability that a believer will see a brother in 

sin, as is at least allowed for, if not made “likely,”

by the structure here (the more probable future 

condition of the third class).

b. Please note that he does say “brother,” by which it 

is evidently meant, a fellow member of the 

spiritual family of God. The term “brother” is thus 

used, “to indicate membership in the Christian 

community.”



• He is a believer. If that be understood, much grief 

can be avoided in interpreting this passage.

c. It is further stated that the person in view is “his 

brother,” that is, he is the “brother” of the person 

who sees him. So now we are clearly referring to 

two individuals who are members of the family of 

God, two believers. Could anything possibly be 

simpler or easier to grasp? Yet many are totally 

blind to these obvious realities.
d. So one brother sees his brother “committing 

(aJmartavnontaaJmartavnontaaJmartavnontaaJmartavnonta) a sin (aJmartivanaJmartivanaJmartivanaJmartivan),” literally, 

“sinning a sin.” Yet in Gk. there is no indefinite 

article, so the sense is “sinning sin,” or if you 

please, “committing sin.” A particular sin or a 

lifestyle of sin are both possible grammatically.



e. That being the case, this is the place to once again 

address the common interpretation so often 

applied to the present tense in 1Jn. 3:6-9 as 

meaning continuously or habitually sinning. 

• The conclusion is drawn that a brother in Christ 

cannot sin continuously or habitually as a way 

of life. 

• Yet here, it is plainly stated that one brother 

sees another brother literally, “sinning (present, 

active, participle) sin.” If the commonly 

presented view of 1Jn. 3:6-9 is correct, “the 

author should not be able to make this 

statement” (Wallace). 

• It is time to jettison this view once and for all.



f. It is certainly possible that this brother is caught up 

in a lifestyle of sin, or it could be a particular sin 

that he has not confessed. Whatever the case, his 

sinning here is “not leading to death (mh; pro;" mh; pro;" mh; pro;" mh; pro;" 
qavnatonqavnatonqavnatonqavnaton),” literally, “not to (unto) death,” or that 

does not potentially “result” in death. What does 

that mean? 

• Many have spoken about “the sin unto death,”

something the text does not actually say. There 

is no definite article before sin as we just saw. It 

is not the sin unto death. Rather, it is simply, 

“sin unto death.”



g. What kind of “death” is in view? ATR says, “Jesus 

spoke of the unpardonable sin (Mark 3:29; Matt. 

12:32; Luke 12:10), which was attributing to the 

devil the manifest work of the Holy Spirit. It is 

possible that John has this idea in mind when he 

applies it to those who reject Jesus Christ as God’s 

Son and set themselves up as antichrists.”

• If that view is correct, eternal death is in view 

here, that is, eternal separation from God in the 

lake of fire.

• Most commentaries suggest this as a very real 

possibility.



h. Nothing could be further from the truth than to 

equate this sin with the unpardonable sin of Jesus’

warning. Many commentaries make that mistake. 

• As we made plain, the reference is to a brother 

here, one who has eternal life, something 

which by definition cannot be lost. The sins of 

the antichrists are not in view. So the term 

“death” is not and cannot be a reference to 

eternal death or the second death of Rev. 20. 

• Death here is apparently premature physical 

death, which comes to a certain wayward 

believer. 



i. Physical death as a consequence for sin is not 

unprecedented in the Bible. 

• It happened to many in the OT, including 

Achan (Josh. 7), and even Moses (Nm. 20:8 ff.; 

Dt. 34:1-8). Cf. those listed in 1Cor. 10, et al. 

• In the NT, it happened to Ananias and 

Sapphira in Acts 5:3 for lying to the Holy 

Spirit. It happened to some in the church at 

Corinth for abusing the Lord’s Supper in 1Cor. 

11:30. It was a real possibility for the erring 

brother of Jm. 5:19. 

• There is no question that it was a possibility 

for certain brethren here.

• But remember that this brother, seen to be in 

sin here, has not sinned unto death.



a. The previous verses had to do with confidence in 

prayer arising from assurance of salvation and

praying according to God’s will. How does this 

affect praying for erring brothers? John implies 

that we can pray with confidence for that brother 

“committing a sin not leading to death.”

• Even though his sin is not unto death, it 

appears that his life depends on praying 

believers, just as was the case with Job’s 

friends (Job 42:8-10)

2. (vs. 16b) That being the case, the brother who 

saw this other brother in sin is to “ask and God 

will for him give life to those who commit sin not 

leading to death.”



b. It is possible to understand that the praying 

brother receives the life and then passes it on to 

the brother in need, as it were.

• This is not too far-fetched when we 

remember that the right words can give 

“grace to those who hear” (Eph. 4:29).

• More pertinent is the brother, “who turns a 

sinner from the error of his way” and saves 

“his soul (life) from death” (Jm. 5:20).

• Even so, the NASB’s meaning is not that 

much different in saying that God gives life 

“for Him” who prayed to the erring 

brother(s) (pl. generalized), so that he turns 

from his wicked way and lives on in this 

life.



• As the death of the first half of this vs. 

cannot be eternal because a brother is in 

view, so also the life of this verse cannot be 

the eternal life of vs. 13 either. Just as we 

would expect, John does not call it eternal 

life. So the reference is to physical death as 

parallel to physical life.



B. Concerning those sinning unto death, there is no 

command to pray for them at all (5:16c, d).
1. (vs. 16c) What specifically might distinguish “sin 

not leading to death” from “sin leading to 

death”? John does not lay that out for us, but he 

assumes that his readers know it, and it seems 

possible that we can gain enough insight from 

the letter itself to help us decide the matter. 



• It seems highly likely that believers who buy into 

the view of Christ perpetrated by the antichrists, 

that diminished either His humanity or His deity, 

so that the “Christ” they now “believe in” is not 

the true Christ, but one manufactured according 

to the artifice and mind of man, “another Jesus”

(2Cor. 11:4), if you please, one who can neither 

save nor sanctify, such believers are on thin ice 

with God, and are in danger of being taken home 

early.



• For to buy into this false view of Christ was also 

to buy into the lifestyle which the false teachers 

advocated, generally one of ascetic legalism, 

which is everywhere condemned in the NT as a 

complete failure, “of no value against fleshly 

indulgence” (Col. 2:23b). 

• If they bought into the proto-Gnostic libertine 

view of things, that would be even worse if 

possible. It is no wonder then, that a premature 

death was a distinct possibility, even a 

probability for such wayward believers. John’s 

warning then turns out to have much in common 

with the warnings of Hb. 6 & 10, concerning 

believers returning to the Law, effectively 

repudiating Christ and His finished work.



a. On the other hand, believers who were found in 

sin, but who had not compromised on their view of 

the person and work of Christ, were not in 

immediate danger of physical death, though all sin 

tends toward death in one way or another (Rm. 

3:23). 

• John did not address other possible scenarios 

that might result in judgment on believers by 

premature death, such as we mentioned above 

in other scripture passages. It is not that he was 

unaware of them, it is rather that they were not 

germane to his discussion here.



2. (vs. 16d) Finally, John said, “I do not say that he 

should make request for this.”
a. By saying, “I do not say that he should make 

request for this,” John seems to mean that 

believers cannot pray with confidence about such 

brethren that God will give them life. 
b. He does not say, “Do not pray for them at all.” But 

to make request with the confident expectation of 

a positive outcome is not here. One can make 

request, but in the end the praying brother, 

“leaves them to God.”



C. There is a difference between kinds of sinning 

(1Jn. 5:17).
1. (vs. 17a) John does not mean to diminish the 

gravity of doing wrong because one brother’s 

sinning does not tend toward immediate physical 

death. Thus he reminds his readers that “All 

unrighteousness is sin,” which necessarily means 

that no unrighteous act can ever be said to be 

anything but sin. Unrighteousness is never 

righteous.
2. (vs. 17b) At the same time, John does not want 

his point to be diminished one iota: “there is a sin 

not leading to death.”



Conclusion:

How can we protect ourselves from sinning unto 

death? It is simply by maintaining a view of Christ and 

His work, which is in accordance with the facts (1Jn. 

2:24). He is all of God and all of man in one person 

(3:23; 5:5), whose death on the cross sufficed for all 

humanity (2:2). Never compromise on that! The 

lifestyle that overcomes the world, one of a faith walk 

(cf. 5:4) and abiding in Christ (2:28) will evermore 

enhance our lives before God. We will never be free of 

sin (1:8) in this life, but we will not have to concern 

ourselves about sinning unto death either. We can be 

ready to meet Him when He comes (2:28) at which 

point we will be like Him, completely free of sin, for we 

will see Him just as He is (3:2).


