“What
Is
the
‘Sin
Unto
Death’?” [Michael Gleghorn]
What is the sin unto death, according to 1 John 5:16-17? [If
anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death,
he shall ask, and God will give him life—to those who commit
sins that do not lead to death. There is sin that leads to
death; I do not say that one should pray for that. All
wrongdoing is sin, but there is sin that does not lead to
death.]
The passage does not tell us what sort of sin leads to death,
nor does it tell us what sort of death is in view here (e.g.
physical or spiritual).
In my opinion, it seems best to understand the “death” in view
here as physical, not spiritual. We actually have examples in
the Bible in which believers sinned so grievously that God
took their lives (see, for example, Acts 5:1-11 and 1
Corinthians 11:30 [in the context of verses 17-34]).
If your version of the Bible has the indefinite pronoun “a”
before sin in these verses, you should know that this has been
added by translators and need not be supplied in the
translation. In other words, John is not necessarily talking
about a particular sin. Rather, he is probably speaking of a
category of sins which could (if committed) lead to physical
death. This would be due to God’s judgment on the believer’s
sin.
One final point. If this understanding is correct, it need not
be understood to mean that the believer whose sin leads to
physical death is therefore spiritually lost. The judgment
would be upon the believer’s life in this world. It would not
imply that such a believer also forfeits heaven. The believer
so judged by God would still be saved. But he would probably

be like one of those believer’s described by Paul in 1
Corinthians 3:15—”he himself will be saved, but only as one
escaping through the flames.” Such a believer is saved, but
appears to have suffered the loss of all possible heavenly
rewards. If this is correct, then salvation is not at issue
here, but rather the loss of rewards that could have been
earned through obedience. Of course, salvation itself is by
grace through faith, and not by our works (Ephesians 2:8-9).
I hope this helps. This is basically how I would understand
the passage in 1 John.
Shalom in Christ,
Michael Gleghorn
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