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LESSON 9: 1 JOHN 5:13-21 

 

This lesson has two ideas that your class may find a bit perplexing: 1) the notion that we receive 
whatever we ask of God according to his will and 2) the sin that leads to death (and the fact 
that we shouldn’t pray for people guilty of this sin). 

Because these two ideas take up a good chunk of this week’s text, we will spend some time on 
both of these in this week’s lesson. However, like all difficult ideas, take care not to let your 
class get caught up chasing “interpretive rabbits,” guessing what these might mean. This lesson 
will offer some parameters for interpretation and some suggestions.  

 

x We can have confidence when we approach God in prayer. 
x Denying Jesus Christ is a mortal sin. 

 

x What reasons do we have to be confident when we pray? 
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This week’s lesson will take us to the end of 1 John. It includes some themes with which we’re 
familiar (we can have confidence in God; children of God cannot continue to sin) and some 
ones that might be new (sins that do/don’t lead to death). 

As with every lesson, context is important! John still has in mind the opponents (those who 
denied Jesus Christ as having come in the flesh) and his audience (those Christians who had 
remained faithful and had continue to meet together). 

You can look at today’s passage in two ways: it is either a conclusion to the letter or an 
epilogue. Verse 13 seems like it could be a fitting end to the letter with verses 14-21 being an 
epilogue that brings in some new things and doesn’t necessarily tie into to the letter itself. 
Regardless, these verses go hand-in-hand with the rest of 1 John, and echo many similar 
themes. 

Today’s lesson will also include some things that might be new to us or that we might struggle 
with. First, John will claim that “we have what we ask of” God when we ask according to his 
will. Second, John talkes about sins that do and don’t lead to death. We’ll give some ideas for 
what these could both mean. 

In the end, though, this text should give us confidence! John wants his readers to know that 
they belong to God! 

 

I. 1 John 5:13-15 

Read 1 John 5:13-15 

Here, again, is another “so that you may know” sort of statement. John gives us his purpose for 
writing the letter: “so that you may know you have eternal life.” This sounds familiar to the last 
part of John’s gospel, where he writes, 

Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in 
this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, 
and that by believing you may have life in his name. (John 20:30-31 NIV) 

Both of these passages tell us why John wrote what he did. He wrote his gospel so that people 
might believe in Jesus. He wrote his letter so that those who did believe might know they have 
eternal life. 

And John wants those believers to have confidence in something else: God’s attentiveness. 
John writes that “if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us” (5:14). And if we have 
faith that he hears us, John wants us to “know that we have what we asked of him.” 
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At first glance, we want to easily affirm this. God hears our prayers and gives us what we need. 
But John’s language pushes this a little further by suggesting that as long as we ask “according 
to his will,” we will get what we have asked for. 

Yikes! What does that mean? Well, we might say that if we don’t get what we have asked for, 
then it wasn’t God’s will. If I pray for healing, and don’t receive it, then it wasn’t God’s will to 
heal me. If I pray for a particular job and don’t get it, then God didn’t want me to get it. 

Perhaps those are the kinds of things John has in mind. Or maybe he’s talking more precisely 
about God’s “will” being God’s “commandments” and our obedience to them. Rensberger, 
commenting on similar verses in 1 John 3:21-22, writes this: 

It is in [the] context of intimate acquaintance with God that the language of obedience 
in relation to prayer must be understood. In this relationship, where there is a genuine 
knowledge of God, we can develop a greater understanding of God’s will and a greater 
commitment to it. This growth in relationship with God not only produces deeper 
obedience, but also affects what we are likely to pray for! Our definition of what we 
want from God, and even of what we need, may change. In this sense, it may be 
profoundly true that “we receive what we ask, because we obey God’s 
commandments.”9 

It is this kind of relationship with God that can produce the kind of confidence John writes 
about. 

x How is our relationship to God related to our confidence in him? 
x Do you find that John’s writings help you believe in Jesus? Why? 
x What about John’s writings gives you confidence in your relationship with 

God and in your prayer life? 

II. 1 John 5:16-17 

Read 1 John 5:16-17 

Now John turns his attention elsewhere. He now writes about sin “that does not lead to death” 
and a sin that “leads to death” (5:16). He instructs his readers to pray for those who commit the 
former, but does not instruct them to pray for those who commit the latter (although he 
doesn’t outright prohibit praying for these people). 

What is the sin that leads to death, and why shouldn’t we pray for those who commit it? 

                                                      

9 David Rensberger, The Epistles of John, Westminster Bible Companion (Louisville: WJK, 2001), 61. 
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First, we need to avoid the kind of “morbid curiosity” that makes us wonder if we have 
committed this sin and/or even hope that someone else has.10 

Second, making distinctions among sins was not a new concept. Worship of other gods or 
rejection of Yahweh (the God of Israel) is sometimes spoken of as “beyond atonement or 
prayer” (see Num. 15:27-31; 1 Sam. 2:22-25; Isa. 22:12-14; Jer. 7:16-20; 14:7-12).11 

Third, we might want to tie John’s statements to Mark’s “unforgiveable sin” (blasphemy of the 
Holy Spirit) in Mark 3:28-30. But the language is totally different, and John has not addressed 
blaspheming the Holy Spirit at all so far in his letter, so it would be odd for him to discuss it now 
without being forthright about what the sin “unto death” is. 

With that in mind, what kind(s) of sin has John already discussed? If we remember the rest of 
his letter, we will remember that John is particularly upset at those who have rejected Jesus 
Christ as having come in the flesh.  

In addition, John (in his gospel) records Jesus talking to his disciples and warning about those 
who do not believe, and the death that awaits them: 

Once more Jesus said to them, “I am going away, and you will look for me, and you will die in 
your sin. Where I go, you cannot come.” 

 This made the Jews ask, “Will he kill himself? Is that why he says, ‘Where I go, you cannot 
come’?” 

 But he continued, “You are from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of 
this world. I told you that you would die in your sins; if you do not believe that I am he, you 
will indeed die in your sins”(John 8:21-24 NIV). 

We can make a good case for the sin leading to death being a rejection of Jesus. 

Now, what about the idea that we shouldn’t pray for people in this category? Even in his well-
known prayer before his death, Jesus doesn’t pray for the world: 

I pray for them [the disciples]. I am not praying for the world, but for those you have given 
me, for they are yours (John 17:9). 

Remember, John is especially concerned in his letter with Christians’ relationship to other 
Christians. He has much to say about how we treat our brothers and sisters in Christ. 

                                                      

10 Rensberger, 96. 

11 Rensberger, 97. 
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So, is it prohibited to pray for those who have rejected Jesus? No. But from the writings of John 
and the example of Jesus, we might say our time is better spent praying for those who have not 
rejected Jesus outright. 

x Why is rejecting Jesus so different than other sins? 
x How does John’s refusal to pray for those who have rejected Christ sit with 

you? 
x Do you agree or disagree that time spent praying for those who have 

rejected Christ is less well spent than praying for those who have not 
rejected Christ? 

III. 1 John 5:18-21 

Read 1 John 5:18-21 

John gives three assurances and one warning in this final section: 

Assurance 1: Children of God do not sin, because Jesus protects them 
John brings back an old theme here: Christians (those born of God) do not continue to sin. We 
talked about the idea of “habitually sinning” or “being characterized by sin” in earlier lessons. 
John reminds us here that the “one born of God” (Jesus) keeps us safe, and the evil one cannot 
harm us. 

Assurance 2: The community of believers (the church) belongs to God 
Right now the world is under the control of the evil one. John doesn’t mention it here, but we 
know that one day the evil one will be defeated and the world will not be under his control 
forever. And John reminds his readers that they are “children of God” (5:19). 

Assurance 3: We can know the truth about Jesus 
When he came in the flesh, the Son of God gave us “understanding, so that we may know him 
who is true” (5:20). “He who is true” is God, and we are in him and in his Son, Jesus Christ. 

Warning: Keep yourselves from idols 
This seems to come out of nowhere. But remember, John has been concerned about rejection 
of Jesus. One common way people did that was by following idols. The main ones who had left 
weren’t necessarily worshiping idols; they were denying the humanity of Jesus. However, it is 
likely that there was a broader problem of people rejecting Jesus Christ to follow idols, and 
John wants to warn against that. 
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x What in this passage gives us confidence? 
x How does increased confidence in your relationship with God affect your 

life? 
x How can you align your will more closely with God’s? 
x What is it that we must believe, according to John? 

 

Read 2 John (the whole book). 


