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1 John 5:13-21 Answers 
Five Eternal Truths We Can Know 

 
Teacher’s Note: There is overlap between this lesson and the previous one (v 13).  
 
Introduction: John concluded his letter with a series of statements about things we can “know”. In 

5:11, what can we know? 5:15? 5:18? 5:19? 5:20?  There are truths that transform. 
 
--------------------------------------------------------- 
 
****Why did John write these things (5:13-15)? He wrote so his readers would know for sure 

they have eternal life. John wrote something similar at the end of his Gospel: 
 

Based on 5:13, who has eternal life? Eternal life belongs to those who believe in the name of the 
Son of God. 

 
Saving Faith: We are saved by faith in Jesus. For the last five chapters John has told us what it 

looks like to truly believe in Jesus. True saving faith will impact us in certain positive ways: we will 
keep his commandments (2:3), we will not practice sin (3:9-10), and we will love the brothers 
(3:14).  These verses paint a picture of what it looks like to be a genuine Christian. 

 
What is eternal life (5:13)? Eternal life is not merely a length of time, but also a state of being: the 

life of God which God has shared with us through Jesus (Coleman & Peace, p. 54). Eternal life is 
right now, too.  

 
ESV 1 John 5:11-12 And this is the testimony, that God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his 

Son. Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life. 
 

5:14-15 
 
****According to 5:14-15, what confidence can we have when we pray? We can be confident 

that God hears us (and by implication answers in the affirmative). This is the 2nd truth we can 
know. 

 
ESV 1 John 3:22 . . . whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his commandments 

and do what pleases him. 
 
ESV John 15:7 If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will 

be done for you. 
 
What caveat to answered prayer did John offer in 5:14? Our prayer must be according to God’s 

will. 
 
How can we know God’s will when we pray (5:14-15)? John here is not speaking of some 

secret will of God that one has to find.  What he means is God’s will as has been revealed in the 
Scriptures. 
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ESV Ephesians 5:17 . . . do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. 
 

The idea behind 5:15 is clearly that we will get what we ask for, yet it is a fact that 
sometimes even very godly and spiritual people do not get what they ask for.  Why might 
that be? There are many possible reasons. Other places in Scripture reveal we must pray in faith 
(Mt 21:22), with patience (Lk 18:1-8), from a life of obedience (1Pe 3:12) and in acceptance of 
God’s greater wisdom (Lk 22:42, Ro 8:28, 1Pe 4:19) (ESV Study Bible, p. 2437). 

 
ESV Matthew 21:22 . . . whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith. 
 
ESV Luke 18:1 . . . he told them a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose 

heart. 
 
ESV 1 Peter 3:12 . . . the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and his ears are open to their 

prayer.  
 
ESV 1 Peter 3:7 . . . husbands, live with your wives in an understanding way . . . so that your 

prayers may not be hindered. 
 
ESV Luke 22:42 Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but 

yours, be done. 
 
ESV Romans 8:28 . . . for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are 

called according to his purpose. 
 

Shakespeare: “We, ignorant of ourselves, beg often our own harms, which the wise powers deny 
us for our own good; so find we profit by losing of our prayers” (Antony and Cleopatra, spoken by 
Menas in Act 2 Scene 1, Wuest, II, p. 180). 

 
God’s will is going to be done whether we pray or not, so why pray (5:15b)? One reason to 

pray is because God likes the fellowship.  Another is that we are told to pray. An important part of 
the quality of eternal God life is communing with God through prayer.  God also moves us to pray 
as part of His sovereign plan. 

 
Transition: In the next paragraph (5:16-17) John offers what may be a specific example of how to 

pray (5:14-15). However, 5:16-17 may also reflect major truths toward which John was building. 
 
---------------------------------------------------------- 
 
****When should you not pray (5:16-17)? We should not pray when someone commits sin 

leading to death.  As we try to understand what John meant, let’s take this paragraph apart one 
verse at a time, staring with verse 16. 

 
Tough Text: “The present writer confesses his utter inability to understand this verse . . . the verse 

is an enigma to him, and he will not attempt to offer even a suggestion as to its possible 
interpretation’ (Wuest, II, p. 182). 
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What is a sin that does not lead to death (5:17)? A sin that leads to death might be a continuous 
lifestyle of chronic sin (unrepented sin) or perhaps the specific sin of rejecting the true Christ or 
lack of love for the brethren (ESV Study Bible, p. 2437). An occasional sin, or a sin that is not in 
the category of unbelief, is still wrongdoing but does not lead to death. 

 
According to 5:16, who should we pray for? We should pray for any true brother who commits a 

sin not leading to death. 
 
Application: When you see someone in our church committing a sin (5:16), what do you do? 

Do you a) forget all about it, b) gossip, c) disciple him in that area or d) pray for him? Here 
John says we should pray for him. Do you do that?  
•Parents will often see one of their children committing a sin. Do you pray for your wayward 

child diligently?   
•Older children will see the sins of their parents. Do you pray for your parents when they sin?  
•As we get to know each other in the church, our sinful shortcomings will become more and more 

evident to each other. Do you pray for someone you see who is sinning (such as a 
husband who is inconsiderate of his wife or a wife who is not submissive to her 
husband)? 

 
ESV Luke 22:31-32 Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you 

like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail.  
 

In what sense will God give life to this sinning brother (5:16)? In this context it may refer to the 
life of repentance and renewed fellowship with God. 

 
Note: If  this is a reference to physical death, there are several instances of God’s people dying 

because of sin (Moses, Ananias and Sapphira, the rich in Corinth at the Lord’s Supper). 
 
What situations did John not say to pray for (5:16)? He did not say to pray for those situations 

involving a sin leading to death (whatever those situations are and whatever type of death he 
mean). Remember the context: assurance of eternal life (5:17). There are those who have no 
biblical reason to think they have eternal life. 

 
From the context of this whole book, what terrible sins has John dealt with that lead to 

death (5:16-17)? John has warned about the sin of unbelief regarding the person and work of 
Christ, the sin of continuing in lawlessness, the sin of hating the brethren. Such sins indicate a 
lack of saving faith. Such sins are sins leading to spiritual death. 

 
What type of death did John mean (5:16-17)? This evidently refers to both physical death and 

worse yet, spiritual death. 
 
How is a sin leading to death different from the unpardonable sin (5:16-17)? The effect may 

be the same (death), but the meanings are different. A sin leading to death is a sin reflective of 
unbelief, such as expressed by those who had left the church. The unpardonable sin was the sin 
committed by the first century Jewish leadership wherein they saw Jesus’ miracles, believed they 
were real, but credited them to the power of Satan. 
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ESV 1 John 2:19 They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they 

would have continued with us. But they went out, that it might become plain that they all are not 
of us. 

 
Sum: As John himself made clear, all sin is wrong doing (5:17), and genuine Christians can do 

wrong (5:16), but there is hope for the brother whereas sins that stem from spiritual death are 
beyond prayer. 

 
In this context, why are we not to pray for those whose sin leads to death (5:16-17)? Unlike 

praying for the restoration of a genuine brother who commits a sin (a prayer God is quite likely to 
answer), praying for an unregenerate person who is rejecting Christ is near worthless, especially 
those who once claimed to believe in Christ but who fell away (1Jn 2:19). 

 
ESV Hebrews 6:4 For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been 

enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, 
 

Many of the prayers in the Bible regarding the lost are for the saved to be bold in evangelism.  
 
ESV Matthew 9:37-38 . . . he said to his disciples, "The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are 

few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest." 
 
ESV Ephesians 6:18-19 . . . keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the 

saints, and also for me, that words may be given to me in opening my mouth boldly to proclaim 
the mystery of the gospel, 

 
ESV Colossians 4:3 . . . pray also for us, that God may open to us a door for the word, to declare 

the mystery of Christ . . . that I may make it clear, which is how I ought to speak. 
 
ESV 2 Thessalonians 3:1 . . . brothers, pray for us, that the word of the Lord may speed ahead 

and be honored, as happened among you . . . 
 
There are few, in any, commands to pray for the salvation of the lost. I suppose it could be argued 

that since God’s election is unconditional, our prayer for the lost is not going to change who gets 
saved. That said, Paul himself did pray for the salvation of his fellow Jews, Ro 10:1, but it is not 
commanded. 

 
ESV Romans 10:1 Brothers, my heart's desire and prayer to God for them is that they may be 

saved. 
 
---------------------------------------------------- 
 
***What is true of everyone who has been born of God (5:18)? He does not keep on sinning. 
 
ESV 1 John 3:9 No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God's seed abides in him, 

and he cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God. 
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What does it mean to be born of God (5:18)? It means you are born again into God’s family. 
 
ESV John 1:12-13 . . . to all who . . . receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to 

become children of God, who were born . . . of God. 
 
ESV John 3:3 . . . Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of 

God. 
 
According to 5:18b, why will a person born of God not keep on sinning (5:18)? He will not 

keep on sinning because he is divinely protected so that the evil one does not touch him. 
 
ESV 1 John 4:4 . . . you are from God and have overcome them, for he who is in you is greater 

than he who is in the world. 
 
ESV John 10:28 I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them 

out of my hand. 
 

Who is “he who was born of God” (5:18)? This is evidently a reference to Jesus. 
 
Who is the evil one (5:18)? That is Satan. 
 
---------------------------------------------------------- 
 
****Everyone is in one of two camps. Based on 5:19, what are the two camps? “We” 

(Christians) are from God. Everyone else is under the power of the evil one. 
 
If not for God’s protection, we would all be subject to the touch of the evil one. 

 
--------------------------------------------------------- 
 
****Why did Jesus come (5:20)? Jesus came to gave us understanding so that we may know Him 

who is true. 
 
Who is Him who is true (5:20)? Since Jesus Christ is His Son, this must be a reference to God 

the Father. 
 
Like Father, Like Son: John wrote, “we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ.” One 

cannot be in the Father without being in the Son. 
 
ESV John 14:6-7 . . . No one comes to the Father except through me. If you had known me, you 

would have known my Father also . . . 
 
What situation might have prompted John to write, “He is the true God and eternal life” 

(5:20)? John was writing to a church what was besieged by false teachings about God and 
Christ. 
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ESV John 17:3 . . . this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ 

whom you have sent. 
 
Note: Earlier Jesus was said to be Life and now here God the Father is said to be Life. 
 
What final word of warning did John give in 5:20b? He warned them to keep themselves from 

idols. 
 
What is an idol (5:20)? Idol is from eidolon and refers to anything that takes the place of God in 

your life. 
 
This warning about idols (5:20b) seems to come out of nowhere. What did John mean by 

this? It is not really out of the blue. From the greater context, it means not to worship the false 
god of antichrist teachings which were heretical substitutes for John’s authentic teachings about 
God. 

 
So What? 

 
Themes in John’s letter: Love for God and love for the brethren, believing Jesus is the 

Christ, believing Jesus is the Son of God, obedience to God’s commands, overcoming the 
world. 

 
How can you know that you have eternal life? Those who have faith in Jesus that moves them 

to love the brethren can have assurance. 
 
What eternal truths that transform can we “know” (5:13-31)? 5:13, 18, 19, 20 

 
**** = ask this question before reading the text aloud. Doing so will cause focus. 
 
• These lessons are designed for a 45 minute session and are based on the text of the ESV.  
 
• You can hear this lesson being taught at www.SermonAudio.Com/NTRF. 
 
Stephen E. Atkerson  
www.NTRF.org 
11/29/15 

 


