
THE CHRISTIAN AND THE WORLD 

 

 

Introduction  

It is important to understand the relationship between the Christian and the world. It goes to the 
heart of the Christian’s identity. It involves the Christian’s service of God. And the concept of 
‘worldliness’ means different things to different churches.  

Jesus’ great prayer on the night of his betrayal majors on this theme. A key expression in the prayer 
is, ‘I do not pray that you would take them out of the world but that you would keep them from the 
evil’. He is using the world ‘world’ in two different ways. In the context of the prayer his implies that 
he is leaving them in human society (the world) but as aliens (not of the world).  

His prayer reflects the teaching of Scripture. It shows there are two distinct societies – the church 
and the world. That raises three questions: What makes them different? How does the church relate 
to the world? What is the church’s strength and wisdom in dealing with the world.  

Two distinct societies 

The fact that there are two different societies is obvious in this prayer. Verse 6 – ‘You gave them to 
me out of the world’. Verse 9 – ‘I pray for them, not for the world’. Verse 14 – ‘They are not of the 
world’. Verse 18 – ‘I have sent them into the world’.  

This distinction echoes the Old Testament theme of the people of God as distinct from all others. 
That distinction was first spoken in Eden – the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent.  

God’s covenant was made with one nation. They were to be socially separate as well as spiritually 
different partly for the sake of preserving the knowledge and worship of God. They were 
commanded not to intermarry with other nations and to live in territory exclusively for their use. 
That social and territorial separation is no longer called for since Christ has sent them into the world 
(verse 18), but the spiritual separation remains.  

In the Psalms especially there is an obvious differentiation between ‘the righteous’ and ‘the wicked’. 
There is ongoing conflict between them. 

The word ‘saint’ implies the person has been set apart for God. 

It is a New Testament theme. Baptism was the act of transferring from one group to the other, 
though it is an outward act linked to the essential inward reality of faith in Christ.  

Paul describes the followers of Jesus as ‘no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with 
the saints and members of the household of God, (Ephesians 2:19).  

Peter writes, ‘Once you were no people but now you are God’s people’ (1 Peter 2:10). John writes, 
‘They went out from us but they were not of us’ (1 John 2:19). Jude writes that ‘certain men have 
crept in’ (Jude 4), implying they did not really belong.  

This has profound implications for the church in every age. It owes our first allegiance to Christ. It is 
called to disciple converts, even excluding persistent rebels from its fellowship. It must guide society 
(as salt and light) not follow it. As Christ is the light of the world the church must convey that light in 
consistent teaching and living. If Christ and our society come into conflict we must take his side.  

It has profound implications for every person – which group are we in? Do we belong to the people 
of God with all the blessing that involves? Or do we belong to the world that is led by the evil one?  



What makes them different? 

The differences show in the expressions Jesus used in his prayer. Verse 6 – ‘I have manifested your 
name to the men whom you have given to me out of the world’ – the church knows God; the world 
does not. Verse 9, 14 – ‘they are yours’; ‘they are not of the world’ – the church belongs to / is 
related to God in a way the world is not. Verse 9 – ‘I pray for them, I do not pray for the world’ – 
Christ is involved in the church in a way he is not involved in the world. In verse 9 his prayer is ‘that 
you would keep them from the evil one’ – God protects the church from evil in way he does not 
protect the world.  

All this implies that the church (and individual Christians) have new relationships they did not have 
when they were part of the world.  

The first difference is that they know God because Jesus has ‘manifested your name’ (verse 6) to 
them. That cannot mean know him exhaustively, but know him really. That is more than knowing 
about; it is knowing personally as a matter of experience. Also, it is more than acquaintance, it 
involves sharing at a deep level – ‘Our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ’ (1 
John 1:3).  

This fellowship implies the restoration of personal relationship – the Parable of the Prodigal Son 
describes that. Reconciliation is a theme of scripture. God frequently called people to return to him. 

Secondly, it implies a deep sympathy – ‘Can two walk together unless they are agreed?’ (Amos 3:3). 
The term ‘the love of God’ means many things; it includes loving what he is like and developing a 
similar outlook. It includes the confidence that comes when a person recognised God’s grace to 
them in Christ; that draws them to God.  

That fellowship is based on God’s grace through Christ Jesus, applying the redemption purchased by 
his blood through the new birth made by the Spirit.  

A third difference is the share they now have in Christ’s intercession. That is based on the fact the 
Father gave them to him (verse 6). He deliberately redeemed them by his blood. In that double 
sense they are his, and his intercession guarantees their safety and blessing.  

A fourth difference is the ethical one. The blood of Christ has cleansed his people from sin – there 
are no charges outstanding; in him they are righteous. The Spirit they are given in the new birth is 
the very Spirit of God – hence the deep sympathy – and that leads to a different approach to life and 
different conduct. That is why the two are often distinguished as the righteous and the godly.  

How do they relate to the world? 

They have been taken out of the world (verses 6 and 14). That cannot mean they are no longer part 
of human society. And the unity of humanity is an important teaching of scripture – ‘He has made 
from one blood every nation of men’ (Acts 17:26). So we must understand the two ways the word 
‘world’ is being used. It is sometimes said the Christian is ‘in the world but not of it’, i.e. in human 
society but living as a resident alien.  

Christ Jesus was human as well as divine but he was ‘not of the world’ (verse 14). Jesus’ origin in the 
womb of the Virgin Mary meant that he stood apart from the rest of human society – his genealogy 
was not reckoned through any human father – ‘that holy thing shall be called “the Son of God” (Luke 
1:34). Similarly when someone is joined by faith to Christ he or she is brought into a new family, the 
family of God. This is a new identity with new relationships, like becoming a citizen of another 
country even though we might still live at times in our country of origin.  



‘Taken out of the world’ also implies the person no longer shares humanity’s condemnation on 
account of sin. It implies that we are to serve God instead of serving sin. And it implies a new destiny 
– as the Bride of Christ.  

They are rejected by the world (verse 14). That hostility is because of their link with Jesus and their 
similarity to him. ‘If the world hates you, you know that it hated me before it hated you’ (John 
15:18). There are all sorts of reasons why someone would be hostile to another, and we must be 
careful not to antagonise people by our sins and failings then blame it on their ungodliness – that 
would dishonour Christ and deceive us. 

The world hated Christ because he represented the God they had rejected. It will have the same 
attitude to his people and their witness. That was the experience of Jesus’ apostles and of his church 
many times.  

It is not a rational hostility that we can argue with; it is a gut reaction that we can only expose for 
what it is. Only the Holy Spirit can give people a new heart.  

They are sent into the world (verse 18). ‘As my Father has sent me, I also send you’ (John 20:21). 
God’s people are as much part of human society as before they were joined to Christ, in families, 
places of work, etc. That is deliberate on Christ’s part – he has a role for them to perform.  

They are sent as his witnesses, to hand down the apostolic message and to tell what Christ has done 
for them. As such, they bring glory to God, showing that God is real, and showing the glory that 
shines in the cross and resurrection of Jesus.  

They are sent to bless their fellow-men, just as Jesus was sent to heal, etc. Part of that blessing is the 
teaching of God that they bring – wisdom’s ways ‘are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are 
peace’ (Proverbs 3:17).  

Christ sends them as ‘sheep among wolves’, and they need great wisdom and strength. 

What is their strength and wisdom? 

From one point of view it is to know God and keep his word (verse 6). 

If we know his salvation and believe his word it gives confidence we would not have otherwise. It 
also gives the motivation of God’s love for a perishing world and Jesus’ zeal for the Father’s honour.  

That must be accompanied by a good conscience and the Holy Spirit, hence we must keep his word.  

From another point of view their strength is the Father’s protection given in answer to Jesus’ prayer. 
That is most tender and precious, and we remember what is said of him, that ‘he is able to save to 
the uttermost those who come to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for 
them’ (Hebrews 7:25).  

Therefore our wisdom is to pray for all that we and others around us need, knowing that our prayers 
are presented to the Father by Jesus at his right hand.  


