Precepts Ministries with Kay Arthur

First John, Lesson 11, Chapter 5

“What is the Sin unto Death…And Why Pray?”
What is the sin unto death…and why pray? These are good questions, and I am not sure we are really going to answer them to your satisfaction. But we will take a try at it as we see these last verses in First John. Scholars really don’t know what the sin unto death is. Neither do I. But, I have some ideas that you might consider. As we look at First John we know from studying it that sin is a key word. Since this last chapter talks about the sin unto death it would be good for us to go back to get an overview of how John uses the word sin throughout the book of First John. 
In First John 1:5-10, He tells us about walking in the light vs. walking in the darkness. John has a purpose in writing this epistle. He has told us, “Little children, I am writing this to you,” and “Fathers, I am writing this to you,” etc. Finally, in First John, chapter 5, he has written to us who believe in the name of the Son of God in order that we may know that we have eternal life. So he begins his epistle letting us know that if we walk in darkness but say we are in the light, then we are lying. In this passage, First John 1:5-10, he lets us know that we can have cleansing from sin. 

1 John 1:5-10 – This is the message we have heard from Him and announce to you, that God is light, and in Him there is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship (share in common, koinonia) with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth, but if we walk in the light as He Himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin. If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar and His word is not in us.

John tells that we can be cleansed from sin. In verse 9, he tells us that we have assurance that we have forgiveness if we confess our sins. 

In chapter 2, verses 1-2, he is saying that we do sin and have a propensity for it. We can have the assurance of forgiveness for our sins and have an advocate with the Father, but he doesn’t want us to sin.

1 John 2:1-2 — My little children, I am writing these things to you, that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, (sins – aorist tense, a punctiliar verb) we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. And He Himself is the propitiation for our sins and not ours only but for those of the whole world. 

So the whole world has propitiation for sins available to them, if they will receive the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Then in First John 3:4-10, he says if we practice sin we are practicing lawlessness, if sin is the habit or practice of our life. 

1 John 3:4 — Everyone who practices sin also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness.

 When we walk in sin, then we are breaking God’s commandments. Jesus came so that we might be set free from sin. That’s what he is saying in the passage, “in Him there is no sin.” 

1 John 3:6 — No one who abides in Him, (dwells in Him, makes his home in Him) sins. No one who sins has seen Him or knows Him.

He’s saying that if sin is the habit of you life, if it is the practice of your life, if independent living from Jesus Christ is manifested, then you have never seen Jesus Christ. You have never been born again. You have been walking in darkness and the truth is not in you. You might say that you are not even a sinner but all have sinned and come short to the glory of God. There is none righteous, no, not one. 

Isaiah 5:6 — All we like sheep have gone astray, each one to his own way.

Although we were born in sin, Jesus Christ came to take away sin so that we would no longer be slaves to sin. Remember that because he ties all of this together at the end of First John.
1 John 3:7-8 — Little children, make sure no one deceives you; the one who practices righteousness (as a habit of life) is righteous, just as He is righteous. The one who practices sin (as a habit of life) is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the beginning. The Son of God appeared for this purpose, to destroy the works of the devil.

Before you came to know Jesus Christ you were under the power of the evil one. You walked as it says in:

 Ephesians 2:2b — … according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience. 

You were a slave to sin but Jesus Christ appeared to set you free from sin so you are no longer of the devil, because Jesus destroyed the works of the devil.
1 John 3:9-10 — No one who is born of God practices sin as a habit of life because His seed abides in Him and he cannot sin (as a habit of life) because he’s born of God. By this the children of God and the children of the devil are obvious. Anyone who does not practice righteousness is not from God, nor the one who does not love his brother.

So, even if you are habitually righteous, when you sin you must confess your sin. You have an advocate with the Father who cleanses you from all unrighteousness. You may commit singular acts of sin but if the habit of your life is not righteousness, then it is sin. And if the habit of your life is sin (habitual) than you are of the devil. If it is of righteousness, then you are of God. And that is one of the ways you can know that you are born of God. The one that does not love his brother (present tense) as a habit of life is not from God. 

This is what John says about sin.

· Jesus appeared to take away sin

· If you abide in Him then you don’t habitually sin

· If you keep sinning then you don’t know Him

· If you practice sin the you are of the devil

· Christians cannot practice sin because God’s seed abides within. 

In First John 4:10, he picks up the word sin one more time. 

1 John 4:10 – In this is love, not that we love God but that He loved us and sent His son to be the propitiation (the mercy seat, the satisfaction) for our sins.

Jesus’ death on the cross satisfies God’s Holiness. 
In chapter 5, verse 13, he wrote, telling us that those of us who believe in Jesus Christ might know that we have eternal life. He told us this all the way through First John. When people come to me and doubt their salvation and say that they are not sure whether they are saved or not, I never tell them if they are saved or not saved. The reason I don’t is this; if they doubt their salvation, the Holy Spirit has to bear witness with their spirit that they are the children of God. I don’t want to lead them astray. So I tell them to go to First John and write down every time the word “know” is mention then write “what you know” and “how you know it.” Be careful of telling people that they are born-again unless you know that they are just wrestling with the devil and God has given you that assurance and it bears witness with them.

Do you have a changed life? That is what the controversy is about?
He says that this is the way you know. You don’t know because you made a profession of faith or walked a mile, or because you joined a church. You know because you have a changed life. In the United States of America there is a great controversy going on in Christendom as to what true salvation is. I would not have any confidence that I was born again if I didn’t have a changed life. That’s what the word of God points to.
Because we are born again we have confidence in prayer. 

1 John 5:14 — And this is the confidence which we have before Him (God) that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.

This is the confidence: I can know God if I connect with what He wills for me. I know that He hears me and it will come to pass. So If I ever ask, and it doesn’t come to pass, I know I have not connected with the will of God. But, I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that (this is the confidence I have before Him) that if we ever ask anything according to His will He hears us. And, if we know that He hears us, we know that we have asked according to His will, and then we know that we have the request that we have asked of Him. Now he throws this cog in our understanding of First John.

1 John 5:16-17 — If anyone sees his brother committing (committing is a present active participle) a sin, not leading to death, he shall ask and God will for him give life to those who commit (present active participle) 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.

All unrighteousness is sin, no matter what kind of sin it is. There is a sin not leading to death. Why does he say this? As you come to this section of the book, remember he has been addressing prayer. What he wants to do, maybe, is stop us from saying, “God, you said you would answer my prayer.”

Example — “I prayed for (a person) to get saved and they didn’t get saved. You said if I ask anything according to your will, that you would hear me.” Then someone would open the scripture and read, God is not willing that any perish but all should come to repentance. “Well, God that didn’t happen. So then God, where is my confidence in prayer. I prayed and prayed and my son (or daughter or whoever) didn’t get saved. God you promised, and you didn’t keep your promise.”

So it could be what God is saying here is, “Now wait a minute. This is true. I am going to hear your prayers, but I want you to know that if you pray for a person who is committing a sin that leads to death, I am not saying you should be praying for that. If you are praying for a person who is in a sin that is not leading to death, I am saying you should pray for that.” So it could be to keep someone from going back to God and saying, “But God you didn’t keep your word!” 

So John is presenting a hard concept. “What about this person leading to death. What about this person not leading to death?” Or God, “I saw my son in sin, and I believed he was born again, and you killed him, (or maybe he died early.)” This death could be a physical death, or it could be a spiritual death. 
Two kinds of sin

1. Sin that is not unto death. What is the result of praying for a sin not leading to death? It’s life. He gives life. 

2. There is a sin unto death. They get death. 

What is sin not unto death, eternal life or is it physical life? 

What is sin unto death eternal death or physical death? 

Is John talking about eternal life meaning, “salvation,” or physical life (dying prematurely)? That is something we don’t know either. But know this: John assumes that his readers know. 

A Sin Unto Death May Mean Premature Death – Three Examples

What does “premature death” mean? It could be a person who keeps sinning, so God takes him/her home early. 

1. Ananias and Sapphira

Acts 5:1-2 — Regarding Ananias and Sapphira. They recognized this covenant relationship. In covenant everyone had everything in common. What the people in the early church were doing was selling everything they had and giving it to the apostles; they would then distribute it to those in need. Then there was not anyone who had a need that was not met. Ananias and Sapphira decided they would sell a piece of property. Lets say they sold it for $10,000 but they lied and told the apostles they sold it for $5000.

Acts 5:1 – But a man named Ananias, with his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of property, and kept back some of the price for himself, with his wife’s full knowledge, and bringing a portion of it, he laid it at the apostles’ feet. “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and keep back some of the price of the land? While it remained unsold did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not under your control? Why have you conceived this deed in your heart?”

He gave $5000 for selling the property, but he pocketed $5000. It would have been all right to keep $5000 of the proceeds. The problem was that he lied. The apostle said that he yielded to Satan and had not lied to men but to God. As he heard these words, he fell down and breathed his last. This caused fear in the church. Then the same thing happened to his wife. Were these early deaths? I think so. Apparently what they did was commit a sin that led to death. Is this what John is talking about in chapter 5? Put a question mark by it. 
2. A Man Sleeping with His Father’s Wife

A young man was sleeping with his father’s wife. The text does not tell us if it was his stepmother. Paul tells the church he is grieved because they were not dealing with it, practicing church discipline. (If you are not practicing church discipline, God is upset with your church too. There are so many churches that are overlooking sin and are not dealing with it. To deal with sin does not mean you kick the sinner out, but it means you bring the sinner to repentance and confession of sins, so that they can have forgiveness of sins.) 

1 Corinthinans 5:5 – I have decided to deliver such a one to Satan (this person who is sleeping with his father’s wife) for the destruction of his flesh so that his spirit may be saved in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

So it sounds like what is going to do is: “Ok, hands off, don’t pray for this man, just give him over to Satan. Let Satan destroy his flesh that his spirit may be saved.” It sounds like this is a brother, and the death is a judgment of God. 

3. Taking the Lord’s Supper Improperly

The Lord’s Supper was part of the covenant meal showing that two had become one flesh. Jesus was saying, “When you drink this cup, then you are drinking me. If you eat the bread, you are eating my flesh.” It is symbolic of covenant - taking two and becoming one. 

Paul was chastising them because they were not taking the Lord’s Supper in a proper manner; they were not examining themselves. Jesus died on that cross to set us free from sin. This is why we don’t have to live in sin. These people were not examining themselves. They were taking the cup, drinking it, eating the bread, and there was sin in their life. 

1 Corinthinans 11:28 — “But a man must examine himself, and in so doing he is to eat of the bread and drink of the cup, for he who eats and drinks, eats and drinks judgment to himself, if he does not judge the body rightly.” 

In other words, when you don’t examine yourself and you take it lightly, you are calling for God’s judgment upon yourself. 

1 Corinthinans 11:30-31 — for this reason, many among you are weak and sick. But, if we judge ourselves rightly, we should not be judged. But, when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord in order that we would not be condemned along with the world. 

Some of them were weak and didn’t have any energy. Some were sick and couldn’t figure out why. And, a number were sleepers. Were they sleeping? No. They were going from weak, to sick, to death. 
If they (slept) died prematurely at the judgment of God, were they saved? Yes! They were judged so they would not be judged with the world, because God is a Holy God and sin has to be dealt with. 

So here are three incidents of premature death. We do not know if the guy in 1 Corinthians died or not but we do know he was delivered over to Satan for the destruction of his flesh that his spirit might be saved in the day of Christ. So here we see premature death among people who seemed to be genuine believers. If nothing else, First Corinthians implies that these people were genuine believers. What John could be talking about is that the sin unto death may be a sin that brings premature death. If so, God is saying, “If you see your brother sinning a sin unto death, don’t pray for him.” Here is the problem. How do you know it’s a sin unto death, until they are dead? 
God may be saying, “Don’t think that I haven’t heard your prayer. I have allowed this to happen because that was a sin unto death and I am not going to answer (the way you prayed). So don’t think I didn’t answer your prayer.” John assumes his readers understand what he is talking about. It could be the sin that leads unto death is premature death. 

A Sin Unto Death May be Referring to Antichrists

A lot of the scholars I checked out don’t believe it’s a premature death because John had not been dealing with that issue in First John. It could be that he is referring to the false prophets, antichrists, that have sinned a sin unto death, and therefore you must not pray for them. He could be saying, “You can pray for people if you see your brother committing a sin, if it’s a sin that doesn’t lead unto death.” But if it’s a sin that leads unto death, he is not saying don’t pray, he is saying:

1 John 5:16 — 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. 

He is not saying, “I forbid you.” He is saying you should not make a request for this kind of sin. The Holy Spirit has to show you how to pray. However, he could be referring to false prophets and antichrists. He is saying, “When you see these false prophets and antichrists, they are in sin that is going to lead to death and you don’t need to pray for that.” And, you don’t need to feel guilty that you didn’t pray for them. They have set their course. 

Sometimes people are put under guilt because they did not pray for certain leaders that have fallen. It could be that the Lord never led you to pray for them because they were false prophets and you knew they were anathema and you were not going to waste your prayers. Then God brings them to death, either physical or eternal. Then you might feel guilty and say, “Oh, if I had only prayed for them, then they would have been saved or not died.” Don’t accept that guilt trip because that is not necessarily true. What he is saying is our prayers are to be God-born in everything. We can’t bear the burden if someone died and went to Hell, or just died a premature death because we did or did not pray. God is sovereign over all this.
1 John 2:18 – Children, it is the last hour and just as you have heard that the antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have appeared; from this we know that it is the last hour. 

Antichrist means besides or substitute for the Christ. It means that he has substituted himself as the Christ. In other words, he can look like he is a believer in Christ but not be. You cannot always see that he is an antichrist because he disguises himself. 

1 John 2:19 — They went out from us but they were not really of us; for if they had been of us, they would have remained with us; but they went out, so that it might be shown that all are not of us.

These were people who were in the church, in the body of Jesus Christ, but weren’t identified. Then all of a sudden they go out from them. So you may see a person who is within the body who departs but is teaching things that are diametrically opposed to the word of God. Do you pray for them or do you not pray for them? God may say to you, “Don’t pray for them.” He may let them go to Hell or God may kill them prematurely.

1 John 2:20-21 – But you have an anointing from the Holy One and you all know it. I have not written to you because you do not know the truth but because you do know it and because no lie is of the truth. Who is the liar but the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, the one who denies the Father and the Son.

These antichrists were teaching lies. They were teaching that you could have salvation in another way. There are many people who hold to the Fatherhood of God but not to the deity of Jesus Christ. That is an antichrist. And there are some that will hold to Jesus but not to God.

1 John 2:23-25 — Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father; the one who confesses the Son has the Father also. As for you, let that abide in you which you have heard from the beginning. If what you heard from the beginning abides in you, you also will abide in the Son and in the Father. This is the promise he has made to us: eternal life. 

What are these false prophets, the antichrists, going to have? Death! Their sin has led them to that death because they deny Jesus, the Father and the truth. One day in Atlanta I was on a radio program with a guy who was a former preacher but was now an atheist. He said he used to believe all that stupid stuff. I came home from there and said, “God, I just cast my pearls before swine.” He wasn’t picked out as a swine or shown to be a dog that returned to his vomit at first. He didn’t abide in the truth. 

1 John 2:26 — These things I have written to you concerning those who are trying to deceive you. As for you, the anointing which you have received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things and is true and is not a lie and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him. 

He is saying that those false teachers had committed a sin unto death. And I’m not telling you to pray for them, because I want you to know that it is not God’s will that those people be saved unless they repent. I think this is what he is saying, “You are my children. I have written this to you who believe in the name of Jesus Christ that you might know that you have eternal life.” And one of the confirmations that you belong to God is that you have answered prayer. This is the confidence that if you ask anything according to His will, the God of all the universe hears you and answers you. “But pray for those who commit sin not leading to death. You don’t have to pray for those who commit sin leading to death.” That is what he could be saying. 

What gives you confidence is confirmation that you are a child of God?

· You prayed and God answered. 

· You are walking in communion with Him and you see Him work in answer to that communion. 

And so if you are walking with Him and you start praying for these false prophets, these antichrists, who don’t come to know Jesus Christ, then do you think you don’t have a relationship with the Father? So he is maybe trying to say that. We just don’t know. But we can speculate on all these things and learn a lot from the speculation.

1 John 4:1-3 – Beloved, do not believe in every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God because many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God; and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God; this is the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming, and now it is already in the world.

If anyone says that Jesus was not God, from His very conception in the womb of Mary all the way through His death, burial, resurrection and ascension into heaven, then they are not from God. If they deny the humanity and deity of Jesus Christ, they are not from God.

He brings this contrast to a close again at the end of First John,

1 John 4:4-6a — You are from God, little children, and have overcome them; because greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world. They are from the world; therefore, they speak as from the world and the world listens to them. We are from God. He who knows God listens to us. 

Why doesn’t the world believe? They don’t believe that sin leads unto death. That is the sin of unbelief and it does lead unto death. The world listens to the world. You have to remember that the world does not listen to you. But God’s lost sheep will hear His voice.

1 John 4:6 – We are from God; he who knows God listens to us; he who is not from God does not listen to us. By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error. 

A Sin Unto Death May be Referring to Those Who Proclaim to be Christians but Are Not

Those who commit a sin unto death could be referring to those who proclaim to be Christians but:

· whose lives are incompatible with the truths in First John

· deny that Jesus is the Son of God who came in the flesh

· refuse to obey His commandments

· are walking in darkness

· deny that they are sinners

· love the world and hate the brethren

· are not overcomers. Remember that is what First John in saying:

1 John 5:4 – For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that has overcome the world--our faith. 

These people walk by faith. You may be seeing for the first time how real Christianity manifests itself; you can’t live a life of habitual sin. So now you are panicked about your loved ones, your husband, or children because they profess to know Jesus Christ. But they don’t have a life that is habitually righteous but is habitually sinful who don’t have a life that is filled with real love for the word of God and for the children of God. So, you may say, “God, how do I pray for them?” God says, “You can pray for those who are committing a sin that is not leading unto death.” If you are praying for those who are not committing a sin that is not leading to death then God will give them life if this is addressing eternal life.

There are many ways that you can interpret this scripture in First John 5:16. It should give you hope to pray or maybe not to pray. You may say, “How do I know whether they are committing a sin and they profess to know Jesus Christ that is not going to lead to death?” Or, “How do I know that they are committing a sin and profess to know Jesus Christ but it is leading to death?” There are some people that have told me, “That person professed to know Jesus Christ, but their life was so awful, that I knew God was going to take them, that they were going to die.” They had come against the people of God or they had done something that was awful and they just knew that God was going to kill them. 

Before Nicolae Ceausescu, the former evil dictator of Romania, died, I was reminded by a friend that God had laid on my heart to pray that the Romanians would rise up and revolt. Within hours the news came of the uprising in Timisoara, Romania. I was also led one day to pray that God would kill Ceausescu. I believe God did. I believe that because of what he and his wife, Elena, who was as twisted and perverted as he was, were doing. If she had survived, the power over Rumania would not have been broken. 

The sin that does not lead to death would be a sin that is committed unwillingly, reluctantly, a sin that does not involve rejection of God. It might be that someone is wrestling with whether they should believe in Jesus Christ or not. They may not be in horrible rebellion, damming and cursing God. This could be a believer or an unbeliever that is caught in a battle with the flesh that is taking them down. It could be that they know what is right and want what is right but are just pulled the wrong way. 

In the Old Testament there were unintentional sins. In Leviticus 4, verses 2, 22, and 27, you will see the word unintentionally. If a person or a congregation sins unintentionally, then it says there is a sacrifice for their sin. If you go to Numbers 15, verses 27-31, you will see unintentional sin as well as defiant sin. 

Deuteronomy 17:12-13 — The man who acts presumptuously by not listening to the priest who stands there to serve the Lord your God, nor to the judge, that man shall die. (This is talking about physical death.) Thus, you shall purge the evil from Israel. Then all the people will hear and be afraid and will not act presumptuously again.

Psalm 19:12-13a – Who can discern his errors? Acquit me of hidden faults. Also keep back your servant from presumptuous sins… 

And why pray? Why even pray when it isn’t clear what this scripture in First John 5:16 means? Let me say that Jesus prayed! Jesus saw Peter who was going to commit a sin and deny Him. He said in Luke 22:31, “Simon, Simon, Satan has demanded permission to sift you as wheat but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And you, when once you have turned again, strengthen your brothers.” So here is an example of our Lord praying for a brother who is going to commit sin. It is not going to be a sin that leads to death and as a result, he still has life.

You see Jesus telling us to watch and pray because the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak. In Ephesians 6:10 – the passage on warfare is, “Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might.” Then verse 18 tells us to watch and pray and supplicate for others, praying for our brothers. In 2 Corinthians 1:11 and Philippians 1:18-20, Paul says that other prayed for him.

You should also pray if you see a brother or a sister that is committing sin and question whether that brother or sister is saved. You might pray so that sin does not lead to eternal death, but to eternal life. I have a friend who I love dearly who has held a very prominent position as a Bible teacher for years. She was on drugs and alcohol. One day I got into a car with her and she was all over the road. She had taken too many pills. I told her to stop the car! I would weep with her and would pray with her and stand against the enemy but she would just keep going back. Once when we just sat and talked, she said, “Do you suppose that I got saved recently?” I said, “ I think you did.” She said, “It is so hard to live the Christian life without the power within.” And, it is! I think that is this is what John is saying to us; this is true Christianity, this is the way a true Christian walks. I saw my sister not walking like a true Christian and questioned whether she was really my sister. But I prayed for her along with others. She hadn’t committed a sin unto death. She wasn’t a false prophet, she wasn’t a rebellious person, she was trying with all her being and God gave her life. 

So I will have to leave you with, what is the sin unto death? I don’t know but I do know this. I don’t want any part of it. So I’m going to walk as righteously as I can. I’m going to call others to holy living as much as I can. 

John closes his epistle with three statements of faith. 

1. 1 John 5:17-18 – All unrighteousness is sin, and there is a sin not leading to death. 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

 One thing we do know that if you are truly born of God you are not going to habitually sin. Why? You are going to be kept by God. Isn’t that wonderful? If you are truly God’s child, if you have been truly born again, the evil one is not going to get you. 

2. 1 John 5:19 — We know that we are of God and that the whole world lies in the power of the evil one.

We know there are two camps. You either is or you ain’t. You either belong to God or you belong to the devil but there is no straddling the fence. We know what it is like to belong to God because First John has told us that. We know what it is like to belong to the devil because First John has told us that. 

3. 1 John 5:20 — We know that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding.

We don’t have to be caught up in Gnosticism or any other ‘isms. We know that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding in order that we might know Him. 

The whole purpose of Bible study is not to attain knowledge; it is to know Jesus. And when we know Him who is true, we know the truth. We are in His Son, Jesus Christ. This is the true God who gives us eternal life. Colossians says, “This is the true God of eternal life.” And he says, “Little children, guard yourself from idols.” Guard yourself from anything that would get in the way of a true and pure worship and belief in Jesus Christ. 
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