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Sin and the believer (5:16-17) 
 

1 John 5:16-17 
 

 

  
16

If a certain man sees his brother sin a 

sin not unto death, he will ask and He 

will give to him life, to those not sinning 

unto death.  There is sin unto death; I am 

not speaking about that in order that he 

might pray.  
17

Every unrighteous act is 

sin, and a sin is not to death.       
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Introduction 
After assuring us that a brother’s prayer is always heard, is never unanswered, and is of benefit 

to the one praying, the apostle moves to intercessory prayer for sin. There is no greater benefit, 

honor and indeed command than to have a brother or sister in Christ pray for you while you are 

deep in some sin. This is the heart of intercessory prayer. Moving from self-seeking prayer to 

praying for others is following the law of love and is most important in the Church today - 

indeed, it is fulfilling the law of love.    

 The context cannot be forgotten here – John moves from proclaiming the simple doctrine 

of salvation and eternal security to knowing and experiencing these doctrines. The apostle moves 

from doctrine to application, from knowledge to faith, and from faith to confidence. This is 

Christian maturity; moving from knowing God’s will to trusting He will act.  Because God truly 

is God and because the child of God has a personal relationship with Him, the apostle argues that 

we should go before Him in prayer and see our confidence in your daily walk increase because 

we are concerned with doing His will, and trust He will do it. Faith and trust is as much a story 

of the Patriarchs of the Old Testament as it is for us today – trusting God instead of self is a hard 

thing to do.  

The big problem that must be faced has to do with understanding the difference between 

positional and experiential salvation. While a believer’s position is secure in Christ, his or her 

daily walk involves abiding, obeying and trusting in Christ on a daily bases for not only the small 

things in life but the big things as well.  

In that Church in that day, sin was a big topic, its nature and character was influenced by 

Greek culture and tradition rather than the Scripture. When culture, tradition and Scripture have 

equal weight in one’s mind then the things of God and Scripture usually are outweighed by the 

world and the flesh. Approach doctrine with Scripture alone and you end up with a more pure, 

true and uncorrupted doctrine.            

You might say, this short couplet, verses 16 through 17, is the capstone of dealing with 

sin in the Church and serves as the application side of the greatest commandment – love your 

God with all your heart and love your brother as yourself (1 John 13:34; 1John 3:23; 4:21). The 

great truth to notice here is the fact of the believer’s approach to addressing a brother committing 

minor sin is not to approach the person but to approach God in prayer. Confidence in God 

involves letting God be God and yielding to the Spirit.        

 

 

Sin and the believer 

 

5:16.       (If a certain man sees 

his brother sin a sin not unto death). The apostle gives this supposed situation in the form of a 

third-class condition with ean  “if,” together with the aorist subjunctive of oraw (horao) 2 Aor. 

Act. Subj. 3sg., “to see with the eyes or mind.”  The word  oraw  has to do with physical sight 

with a concentration on using the mind to discern what is seen, hence, this sin is physically seen 

and specifically discerned to be sin. This statement serves as a general statement of fact as the 

pronoun tiv (tis) n.m.sg., “a certain man,” or “any man,” is the subject of the phrase in 

conjunction with the aorist verb “to see.” The third class condition means this person really does 

see his brother sin a sin that does not lead to death.  
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The use of adelfov (adelphos) a.m.sg., with def. art., “the brother,” is metaphoric and 

means a Christian brother who is in the same family of God as a fellow believer in Christ. The 

definite article with “brother” highlights the definite nature of their relationship being in the 

same family together in Christ and means a specific brother. The thing that is seen is an act of 

sin, not heard from a second source, gossip, or slander, but personally seen or heard by this 

brother. This sin is an open sin, at least openly seen by this fellow believer. The use of the 

present participle in the accusative case of  amartanw (hamartano) Pres. Act. Part. a.m.sg., “to 

sin,” shows this participle is used in the true sense of a participle – the verbal-adjective of the 

phrase. That is to say, the object is actively engaging in sin – the brother is presently engaged in 

sin.  

This person is sinning a sin (amartia - a.f.sg.) described as mh prov yanaton (not to 

death). The preposition in the accusative might better be translated: “not toward death,” or “not 

leading to death;” the idea is result and can be translated “not resulting in death.”  Notice, sin is 

spoken of in general, that is to say, there is no definite article included, so the sense is a sin in 

general with no specific single sin in mind.   

Simply stated, the penalty for sin is death (Gen. 2:17; Rom. 6:23; James 1:15), but the 

believer has passed from death to life. There are, however, various consequences or penalties 

identified for sin in the Bible for the believer. Sin is not all the same, although all sin is 

transgression. Sin must be punished, and for the believer, Jesus took the penalty in our place so 

we have passed from death to life; being placed into the family of God. This is our position – we 

have been saved (Eph. 2:8-9; perfect passive tense). In our daily walk, however, we sin, and it is 

in this context that John is writing. Sin is a transgression of the law of God and is an attack 

against Him as the Great Lawgiver. As is common with any law, there are consequences in the 

form of punishment demanded by a righteous God upon the lawbreaker. All sin is seen as a result 

of the fall and its corrupting nature affects not only all mankind but the whole of mankind - not 

only is every one born a sinner, but also the fall has affected the mind, the conscience, the soul 

and the environment.   

Legally, sin is said to be imputed to all mankind (Rom. 5:12-21; 1 Cor. 15:22), our sins 

are imputed to Christ (Isa. 53:5-6, 11; 2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Pet. 2:24), and therefore, the legal act of 

Christ’s righteousness and His death penalty and shed blood imputed to believers (Rom. 1:17; 

3:22; 10:32 1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 5:21; Heb. 9:14).  So it is that sin can be identified as (1) the sin 

(singular) we possess as being born into the human race with Adam as the representative head; 

and (2) personal sins (plural) as we exist as responsible moral agents.   

Some personal sins result in a natural outcome of the character of that sin that man cannot 

escape and man cannot be saved from their consequence by repentance and forgiveness. Dr. 

Berkhof says, “In some cases they [sins] may be mitigated and even checked by the means which 

God has placed at our disposal, but in other cases they remain and serve as a constant reminder 

of past transgressions.”
1
   

What happens when God transforms the sinner is that the person believes God, which is 

credited to him or her as righteousness (Gen. 15:16; Rom. 4:3; 5:17; Tit. 3:5). That which is 

believed today is the gospel of Christ (1 Cor. 15:1-5). For the believer, the relationship that is 

possessed as part of being placed into the family of God with all the benefits and responsibilities 

thereof moves the Father to punish sin in the believer’s life by means of love. Once a person 

believes, his or her sins are forgiven (Rom. 4:7; Col. 2:13). As the new creature in Christ 

                                                 
1
 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), vol. 2, p. 255 
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participates in his or her new life in this fallen world, interacting with others, their sin is forgiven 

and relationship restored by confession and prayer (1 John 1:9).  

There are sins, however, that either we refuse to give up or are unknown to us in our 

lives. God the Father in righteousness seeks to reform the sinning believer by means of inflicting 

hardship that results in refining us (Ps. 66:10; Isa. 48:10; Jer. 9:7). The purpose of God’s testing 

is to humble us (Deut 8:2-3), to see if we will obey Him (Gen. 22:1; Ex. 16:4-5), and preserve in 

our faith (James 1:2-3; Rev. 3:10-11). Testing is viewed by God as a love test – do we love, fear, 

and trust Him (Deut. 13:3; Ex. 20:18-20)?     

       

 

Penalties for sin 

Individual Sin penalty 

Unregenerate Unbelief – the 

unpardonable sin (Matt. 

12:31-32) 

Eternal Death - Eternal 

torment in the lake of fire 

(Rev. 20:15) because they 

are spiritually dead 

(separated from God)  being 

born by nature into the 

sinful state of being and not 

saved from this condemned 

state (John 3:15-17) 

Regenerate Any Loss of fellowship (1 John 

1:3; 6-7) 

 Any Loss of joy (John 15:11; 

Gal. 5:22) 

 Any  Darkened walk (1 John 1:6; 

2:10) 

 Any Weak prayer (1 John 3:19-

22) 

 Any Chastisement & testing 

(Heb. 12:5-11) 

 Any Sickness (1 Cor. 11:30) 

 Any  Excommunication (Matt. 

18:17; 1 Cor. 5) 

 Any Physical death (1 Cor. 

11:30; 1 John 5:16) 

 

 

The question that frequently comes up here is, is this physical or spiritual death? The 

Scriptural usage of the word yanatov (thanatos) a.m.sg., “death,” has the complete range of 

meaning from physical to spiritual death. Dr. Vine identifies the following usage of the word 

death, “(a) the separation of the soul (the spiritual part of man) from the body (the material part), 

the later ceasing to function and turning to dust, e.g., John 11:13; Heb. 2:15; 5:7; 7:23…(b) the 

separation of man from God; Adam died on the day he disobeyed God, Gen. 2:17, and hence all 
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mankind are born in the same spiritual condition, Rom. 5:12, 14, 17, 21, from which, however, 

those who believe in Christ are deliverded, John 5:24; 1 John 3:14.”
2
   

The sense of death used here as “a sin not leading to death,” has historically been 

interpreted to be either physical or spiritual death.  

 

1. For those that take this as “a sin not leading to spiritual death,” the following is thus 

noted:  

 

The context would suggest that this sin has to do with seeing a brother mixed up in a 

doctrinal controversy. In this case the immediate context concerns the subject of eternal 

security (1 John 5:13). Notice, John does not say, go to them and talk to them about their 

sin. Instead, he says to go to God in prayer concerning their sin and God is faithful to 

answer your prayer by opening their eyes concerning this matter. This is why it is a sin 

not leading to death. The Gnostic perversion of personal sin (i.e. the truly enlightened 

person says, “I have no sin”) and special knowledge  outside the written word, breaks 

down the solid teaching of God, and one area that this affects is the doctrine of eternal 

security. Those that read the word of God and teach that you can never be sure the 

believer possesses eternal life is being spiritually manipulated because the word is clear 

that believers do possess eternal life now and forever. The spiritual battle can only be 

fought in the spiritual realm, and it is the word of God working with the Spirit of God 

that we understand the great truths of God.  Here the believer is involved in a heresy that 

does not lead to spiritual death. These sins involve secondary doctrines that separate us. 

These sins involve not believing God is big enough to keep us in His family and not big 

enough to trust Him in overcoming sin.                                           

 

2. For those that take this as “a sin not leading to physical death,” the following is noted: 

 

The context has shifted from from doctrine is 5:6-13, to application in 5:14-17. John is 

now talking about prayer that builds up confidence in our daily walk.  The only sin 

leading to death is unbelief; John is not talking about that. He is addressing a sin that does 

not lead to physical death. What is a sin that leads to physical death? Those natural 

desires of the flesh that the fallen culture glories in – sexual promiscuity, drug and 

alcohol abuse, want of things, and etc. Sinful activities that lead to an early grave because 

they affect the body in the form of disease, excess, or personal conflict. The proverbs are 

full of warnings against this kind of behavior and the consequences thereof.  The Ten 

Commandments give clear guidance against them by use those harrowing warnings “thou 

shalt not….”  In this case, a brother knows of another brother’s sin that is non-life 

threating and simply goes before God and prays for him. The brother is to approach God 

in prayer and ask the sinning brother’s eyes be opened. In this case, where physical life is 

not in danger, we are to let the Spirit do His work and we do ours. The Spirit teaches and 

corrects, while fellow believers pray.     

 

  (he will ask and He will 

give to him life, to those not sinning unto death.)   What John is saying is, “he (the brother 

praying) will ask, and He (the Son of God) will give him (the sinner) life.” The future verb of 

                                                 
2
 W.E. Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words 
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aitew (aiteo) Fut. Act. Ind. 2sg., “he will ask,” points back to the specific person who sees the 

sinner and is acting as a imperative future. The sense is “if a man sees a brother sinning a sin that 

does not lead to death, then ask God who will give the sinner life.” This is a sin that is either 

physically seen or discerned by what is said by the brother. The instruction for the brother is first 

to go before the Lord in prayer because the brother’s life is not in danger. If the brother’s life was 

in danger then it is expected that the brother approach him directly and warn him, but that is not 

what John is talking about. The brother is to go before God and aitew  - ask “with an attitude of 

petition of one who is in a lower position.” The beliver is to come before God with a humble 

attitude in prayer concerning the brother’s sin.       

The future verb of didwmi (didomi) Fut. Act. Ind. 3sg., “to give,” points to a response to 

prayer. John has just stated that a prayer done in God’s will, will be heard and answered.  This 

prayer concerns the brother’s sin and his restoration to living a life in the will of God, so the 

word  zwh (zoe) a.f.sg., “life” will be given. Again, the question is raised: is this physical or 

spiritual life? The Greek may refer to physical life: “the state of one who is possessed of vitality 

or is animate,” or spiritual life: “life real and genuine, a life active and vigorous, devoted to God, 

blessed, in the portion even in this world of those who put their trust in Christ, but after the 

resurrection to be consummated by new accessions (among them a more perfect body), and to 

last for ever.”
3
  For those arguing spiritual death, this is usually interpreted as spiritual life; 

likewise, those arguing for physical death interpret this as physical life.   

The present participle of  amartanw (hamartano) Pres. Act. Part. d.m.pl., with def. art., 

“to those that are not actively sinning,” speaks of a group that is not (mh) actively sinning [a sin 

unto death]; to them, God gives life. What is a sin not leading to death  (prov yanaton)? 
Scripture has said over 150 times that belief in the Son of God saves, while not believing in the 

Son brings condemnation and judgment (cf. John 3:15-17).  In fact, all mankind is described as 

dead in trespasses, until God makes us alive in Christ (Eph. 2:1). But it is also true that there is 

sin that leads to physical death. Either way you take it here, this person is a brother who is 

actively sinning, but the sin is either a minor sin that is a minor doctrinal error, or a sin that is 

non-life threating.   

The Scriptural concept of life is life in full relationship with God. Fullness of life means a 

believer experiences the fullness of the benefits of being in the family of God. This person does 

not greive the Holy Spirit, but lives a life yielded to God, and overcomes sin.  A believer who 

possesses a new spiritual life may or may not experience fullness of life due to sin. While the 

Spirit of God regenerates (John 3:3-8; 6:63; Tit. 3:5), indwells (John 14:17; 1 Cor. 3:16; Rom. 

8:11), baptizes (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; 11:16), and seals the 

believer (Eph. 1:13; 4:30; 2 Cor. 1:22), the fullness of his new life and walk in Christ is 

conditioned upon his yieldedness to the Spirit. While our position is secure in Christ, our daily 

walk involves the continuing work of the Spirit by the filling of the Spirit (Eph. 5:18), the 

guiding (Gal. 5:16, 25), teaching (John 14:26; 16:13), gifting (1 Cor. 12:4, 7-11; Rom. 12:6-8; 

Eph. 4:11; 1 Pet. 4:10), and empowering of the Spirit (Rom. 8:13; Gal. 5:17). One cannot walk in 

the Spirit when sin rules his or her life (Gal. 5:16).  For the one that believes this passage teaches 

physical life and death, God will spare his physical life; for the one that believes this passage 

teaches spiritual life and death, God will give him fullness of life.  

 

 

                                                 
3
 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. 
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   (There is sin unto death, I am 

not speaking about that in order that he might pray).  The verb eimi (eimi) Pres. Ind. 3sg., is 

placed at the head of the phrase thus stressing the fact that there really is a sin that leads to death. 

The subject amartia (hamartia) n.f.sg., “sin,” is missing the definite article signifying that there 

is not a single definite sin that leads to death, but sin in general leads  prov yanaton (to death).  

The negative particle ou (ou) “not” is placed at the head of this phrase in order to stress the fact 

that John is not speaking about not praying for someone’s sin. The sense of this phrase is, “There 

is a sin leading to death, I am not saying you should pray for those who commit it.” Praying for 

those that are perishing or for those who are involved in a sin that leads to physical death is 

certainly within the will of God – but that is not what John is speaking about.  

John says, ou peri ekeinhv (not concerning this), the feminine demonstrative pronoun 

ekeinov (ekeinos) g.f.sg.,” that” is the far demonstrative indicating the farness of this type of sin 

is in mind.  He is now talking about a different kind of sin, a sin that does lead to death.  The 

present tense of  legw (lego) Pres. Act. Ind. 1c.sg., “I am [not] speaking” furthers this thought 

and narrows the focus to, “a sin that does lead to death.”  The hina clause ina erwthsh (in order 

that he might pray) together with the aorist subjective of erwtaw (erotao) Aor. Act. Subj. 3sg., 

“to question,” “ask,” or “pray,” has the sense, “There is a sin leading to death; I do not say that 

he should make request for this.” The difference in the use of the words for “ask” aitew (aiteo) 

verses erwtaw (erotao), also points to the great difference in kind of sin. We do not come before 

God and erwtaw  “ask a question,” instead we come before God and humbly ask aitew for 

help.  

The apostle is focused upon prayers for brothers and sister in Christ. These prayers are 

intercessory prayer for restoration of the brother back into the family of God. Sin separates and 

this brother will experience a fellowship problem with both God and the body of believers. The 

idea of biblical life has to do with communion and fellowship with God. Sin separates us from 

God, not in the sense of total separation (death), but in the sense of fellowship (fullness of life). 

The Christian’s sin has the effect of missing out on the fullness of what it means to live a 

victorious life in Christ. Living a victorious life means, we have a new capability to listen to 

God’s word and understand because we have been given the gift of the Spirit. Possessing eternal 

life means we are safe in the hands of God forever, and that our mind has been transformed – we 

are no longer enemies of God but we have been reconciled to God and have fellowship with 

Him. Sin in the believer’s life means loss of fellowship (1 John 1:3; 6-7), loss of joy (John 15:11; 

Gal. 5:22), a darkened walk (1 John 1:6; 2:10), and a weak prayer life (1 John 3:19-22). Fullness 

of life means, love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, and 

temperance (Gal. 5:22). Fullness of life also has to do with righteousness and truth since these 

are said to be the fruit of the Spirit (Eph. 5:9).                                                

         

 

5:17.   (Every unrighteous act is sin). In order to clarify the 

doctrine of sin and the believer, John adds pasa adikia amartia estin (every unrighteous act 

is sin). The heresy of the Gnostic is clearly in focus here. Just because you are saved, you cannot 

say you do not sin because every single unrighteous act is called sin. The feminine singular 

adjective pav (pas) adj.n.f.sg., “every” modifies  adikia (adikia) n.f.sg., “injustice,” or 

“unrighteousness,” emphasizing every single act of unrighteousness” - not leaving any out. The 

fact that the word  amartia (hamartia) n.f.sg., “sin,” is in the subject case but functions as the 
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object, highlights the fact of the equality of unrighteousness and sin – unrighteousness is sin and 

sin is unrighteousness. One cannot separate the two - they are synonymous.                         
     

 (and a sin is not to death). This simple phrase finds the 

verb at the head stressing the fact that there really is a sin that does not lead to death. Notice the 

present tense of the “to be” verb eimi. In essence, the apostle says that there continues to be a sin 

that does not lead to death [in the believer’s life]. This amartia ou prov yanaton (sin not 

resulting in death) is expressed as a simple statement for the second time, thus emphasizing its 

importance in this letter concerning the doctrine of sin. Sin has different degrees, but make no 

mistake, all unrighteousness is sin. Sin is personified as a lion seeking its pray (Gen. 4:7). Let us 

not let sin rule us, but let our new life in Christ rule our life.  

 This letter is written to the Church addressing personal application, specifically, growing 

in the knowledge of Christ, and seeks to clarify one’s attitude toward a brother that is involved in 

open sin. Whether this sin is doctrinal or not is not the point – the point is this brother is involved 

in some minor sin that is seen by another brother and the command is to go before a righteous 

and just God for help. There is no better place to go than to go before the Author of our salvation 

and ask for help, not only for our sin (1 John 2:1) but for others as well.  
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Detailed Analysis 
 

 

 

5:16 – ean tiv idh ton adelfon autou amartanonta amartian mh prov yanaton (If a 

certain man sees his brother sin a sin not unto death) : ean (ean) conj., if, in case; tiv (tis) pron. 

n.m.sg., a certain one, some; oraw (horao) 2 Aor. Act. Subj. 3sg., to see with the eyes; he/she/it 

might see; adelfov (adelphos) a.m.sg., with def. art., a brother; autov (autos) pers. pron. 

3g.m.sg., him; amartanw (hamartano) Pres. Act. Part. a.m.sg., to sin, miss the mark: he who 

sin; amartia (hamartia) a.f.sg., sin, miss the mark; mh (me) part., no; prov (pros) prep., to, 

towards, at, near; yanatov (thanatos) a.m.sg., death.                                   

 

aithsei kai dwsei autw zwhn toiv amartanousin mh prov yanaton (he will ask and He 

will give to him life, to those not sinning unto death.) : aitew (aiteo) Fut. Act. Ind. 3sg., to ask, 

beg, call for: he will ask; kai (kai) conj., and, even, also, indeed; didwmi (didomi) Fut. Act. Ind. 

3sg., to give, put: he/she/it will give; autov (autos) pers. pron. 3d.m.sg., him; zwh (zoe) a.f.sg., 

life; amartanw (hamartano) Pres. Act. Part. d.m.pl., with def. art., to sin, miss the mark, be 

without a share: to those sinning; mh (me) part., no; prov (pros) prep., to, at, near; yanatov 

(thanatos) a.m.sg., death.  

         

estin amartia prov yanaton ou peri ekeinhv legw ina erwthsh (There is sin unto death, I 

am not speaking about that in order that he might pray.) : eimi (eimi) Pres. Ind. 3sg. , to be, exist: 

he/she/it is; amartia (hamartia) n.f.sg., sin, to miss the mark; prov (pros) prep., to, at, near; 

yanatov (thanatos) a.m.sg., death; ou (ou) neg. part., not; peri (peri) prep., about, concerning, 

on account of, around; ekeinov (ekeinos) pron., g.f.sg., that; legw (lego) Pres. Act. Ind. 1c.sg., 

to say, speak: I am saying; ina (hina) conj., that, in order that, so that; erwtaw (erotao) Aor. 

Act. Subj. 3sg., to question, ask: he/she/it might request.                                           

         

 

 

5:17 –  pasa adikia amartia estin (Every unrighteous act is sin) : pav (pas) adj.n.f.sg., all, 

every; adikia (adikia) n.f.sg., injustice, unrighteousness, iniquity, a wrong, from the compound 

of the neg. “a” and dikh (dike) right, just, custom (not right); amartia (hamartia) n.f.sg., sin, 

miss the mark; eimi (eimi) Pres. Ind. 3sg., to be, exist: he/she/it is.                     

     

 kai estin amartia ou prov yanaton (and a sin is not to death) : kai (kai) conj., and, also, 

even, indeed; eimi (eimi) Pres. Ind. 3sg., to be, exist: he/she/it is; amartia (hamartia) n.f.sg., sin, 

miss the mark; ou (ou) part., not; prov (pros) prep., to, towards, near; yanatov (thanatos) 

a.m.sg., death.                       

 


