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HOT TOPICS – WORLDLINESS 

“What is Worldliness?” (Rom. 12:1-2; 1 John 2:15-16) 

Christians are called to be distinct from the values of the ungodly world around us. As A.W. 
Tozer once remarked, “Pure Christianity, instead of being shaped by its culture, actually stands in 
sharp opposition to it.” Biblical Christianity has always been characterised by a combat between 
the living God of the Bible and the idols of the age. This is a clash between two opposing 
cultures. It also presupposes that we have a Christian culture.  

The Bible never offers a sanitized U-rated version of what the world offers, but a distinct 
model of guidance. It also gives us illustrations of those who have escaped the pollutions and 
lusts of this world. Men like Abel, Enoch, and Noah were early examples of men who were 
separated from the worldly majority around them. Joshua, Elijah, Ezra, Nehemiah, the remnant 
looking for the first advent, and the above 500 who saw Jesus after His resurrection (1 
Corinthians 15:6) are other examples of a holy separated remnant. 

However, worldliness has been a longstanding problem for believers. One of Paul’s co-
labourers, Demas was consumed by it (cf. 2 Tim. 4:10). The Scottish Presbyterian minister, 
Horatius Bonar (1808 –1889) sadly observed on his generation, 
 

I looked for the church and I found it in the world;  
I looked for the world and I found it in the church.  

 
Many Christians talk about worldliness but few understand what it actually means. It is important 
that we let the Bible define it for us. 
 
BIBLICAL DEFINITIONS 
 
The Apostle Paul reminded us that the Lord Jesus, “gave Himself for our sins, that He might deliver us 
from this present evil world, according to the will of God and our Father” (Gal. 1:4). In another epistle, Paul 
urged every Christian that in light of our privileges in Christ, 
 

I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your 
bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable 
service. And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the 
renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and 
perfect, will of God. (Rom. 12:1-2) 

 
The word “world” in Galatians 1:4 and Romans 12:2 is the Greek word aion, which means the 
spirit of the age around us. The Germans have a related word for it, zeitgeist. The word aion was 
defined by the NT scholar, RC Trench as, 
 

That floating mass of thoughts, opinions, maxims, speculations, hopes, impulses, aims, 
aspirations, at any time current in the world, which it may be impossible to seize and 
accurately define, but which constitute a most real and effective power, being the moral, 
or immoral atmosphere which at every moment of our lives we inhale, again inevitably to 
exhale.  



For 2 March 2014                                                                                 Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 2 

 
William MacDonald and Arthur Farstad also give a helpful definition,  
 

The world does not mean the planet on which we live, or the world of nature about us. It 
is the system which man has built up for himself in an effort to satisfy the lust of the 
eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the pride of life. In this system there is no room for God 
or His Son. It may be the world of art, culture, education, science, or even religion. But it 
is a sphere in which the name of Christ is unwelcome or even forbidden, except, of 
course, as an empty formality. It is, in short, the world of mankind outside the sphere of 
the true church. To be a friend of this system is to be an enemy of God. It was this world 
that crucified the Lord of life and glory. In fact, it was the religious world that played the 
key role in putting Him to death. How unthinkable it is that believers should ever want 
to walk arm-in- arm with the world that murdered their Saviour! 
 
This aion or spirit is in continual rebellion against God and His word. That is why it is 

described in Galatians 1:4 as “this present evil world.” It is the exalting of self and the debasing of 
God. This is spirit of the world of men and women who are living alienated from God. Such a 
spirit is anti-God and anti-Christianity. What God says is right, this spirit says is wrong and vice 
versa. This spirit can be seen in the world’s philosophies, fashion, art, music, dress, language, 
social habits, morals etc. It never changes from generation to generation, although it may be 
repackaged in different forms. Thus, worldliness is having the same desires, goals, and values as 
the lost. It is an intrinsic sin of the heart that is often manifested in our outward choices. The 
Apostle John also commands every believer,  
 

Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the 
world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of 
the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is 
of the world. (1 John 2:15-16) 

 
James is equally forthright, 
 

Ye adulterers and adulteresses, know ye not that the friendship of the world is 
enmity with God? whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy 
of God. (James 4:4) 

 
The Greek word here in 1 John 2:15 and James 4:4 that is translated “world” is kosmos. We get 
our English word cosmetics from this Greek word. In this context it has the idea of ordered or 
adornment such as the ornaments worn by women (it is translated that way in 1 Tim. 2:9). 
However, the adorning here in 1 John 2:15 and James 4:4 is in a negative context. The word 
kosmos here means the adornments or attractions of the ungodly world around us. This again is 
reflected in the world’s philosophies, fashion, art, music, dress, language, social habits, morals etc.  

These worldly adornments lead the gullible to worship at the false gods of this world. 
The idols or gods of this age include sensuality, beauty, power, money, and achievement. People 
are consumed by sacrificing at their dedicated shrines such as spas, office blocks, stadiums, or 
banks. There they sacrifice their reputation, family life, health, and spiritual life in order to 
appease the ruthless and insatiable demands of these idols or gods.  



For 2 March 2014                                                                                 Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 3 

 
WHAT ARE THE APPLICATIONS OF WORLDLINESS 
 
Most believers accept that we should not be worldly. However, arguments rage over defining 
what exactly that means when applied to our daily lives. If we return to 1 John 2, we see some 
further detail on this,  
 

For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the 
pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world. (1 John 2:16) 

 
So John informs us that worldliness is the evil spirit of the age that promotes the: 
 

(1) LUST OF THE FLESH – This is a sinful lust or passion for sensual gratification; 
(2) LUST OF THE EYES – This is a covetous desire for the things we observe in others; 

and  
(3) PRIDE OF LIFE – This is more a desire to exalt self and to glory in our own abilities, 

achievements and possessions. It is more about pride in what we do have rather than the 
lust of the eyes, which is the desire for things we do not have.  

 
So worldliness is a primarily a heart attitude that is motivated by wrong desires and the wrongful 
promotion of self. Any time we find ourselves engaging in thoughts that promote these evil 
desires, then we are thinking in a worldly way. When this thought process leads us to do certain 
actions in areas like amusements, television, movies, art, music, dress, language, moral choices 
etc. we are acting in a worldly way. It is important to note that this has no direct relation to our 
material wealth. Steve Cole explains, 
 

A poor man who does not have many possessions may be very worldly because he 
desires those things as the key to happiness. But, a wealthy man may not be worldly in 
that he uses his possessions as a steward of God and as a means of promoting God’s 
purpose and glory. So, to be worldly is to operate on the same principles as unre- 
generate people. It is to think and act out of selfishness, greed, pride, and personal 
ambition. It is to have a selfish desire for the things that you do not have and a sinful 
pride in the things that you do have. Rather than living to please God, who examines the 
heart, the worldly person tries to impress people, who look on things outwardly. 
 

HOW TO DO OVERCOME WORLDLINESS? 
 
As worldliness is rooted in the lusts of the heart, the antidote is to deal with the core problem 
there. The affections must be fixed on other things. To do this there are a number of steps we 
should take: 
 
(1) Firstly, remind ourselves that this world is no friend to godliness and grace. So we need to 
carefully study the elements of life in the world we inhabit. Then we need to test or parse each 
element through this framework of questions: Does this  promote the lust  o f  the f l esh? Does 
this  promote the lust  o f  the eyes? Does this  promote the pr ide o f  l i f e?  We need to do this 
objectively by checking the underlying philosophies of the element, the feelings it engenders in 
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others and ourselves, and the fruits it produces in the lives of its chief proponents and in our 
own lives. This testing of the world around us is to be done diligently and thoroughly, “See then 
that ye walk circumspectly, not as fools, but as wise” (Eph. 5:15). 
 
(2) To be able to avoid thinking in a worldly way, we need to think in a new way. When we are 
converted, we have the “mind of Christ” (1 Cor. 2:16). We need our minds to think constantly like 
His mind. This is a mind that seeks godly things and rejects ungodly things. It is a mind that is 
able to estimate the true value of things. We obtain such a mind by feeding on His Word and 
prayer and by living His sacrificial life for others. Filled with His Word we will not think like the 
world but like the Living Word! We are not just to be separated from the world but separated 
unto Christ. If your heart is captured by Him, you will be drawn away from worldliness. 

That is what Paul meant when he urged, “And be not conformed to this world: but be ye 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of 
God” (Rom. 12:2). The more we think like Christ the more we will be conformed into His image 
(cf. 2 Cor. 3:18). This is not automatic as Paul says we must progressively be transformed as we 
spiritually mature. However, such a mind is possible for every saint.  
 
(3) We must see everything in light of eternity. John, when he is dealing with worldliness, 
reminds his readers, “And the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that doeth the will of God 
abideth for ever”(1 John 2:17). Whenever the temptation to think like the world and embrace their 
values, we need to constantly tell ourselves that the pleasures of sin are for a season and that we 
are storing up eternal treasure that can never decay. Every moment keep eternity in view, “Set 
your affection on things above, not on things on the earth” (Col. 3:2). The worldly person lives for the 
immediate and tangible rather than the intangible rewards of eternity.  
 
(4) Biblical Separation from every worldly sinful practice, pleasure, and association is 
commanded of God. Paul tells us, “Teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live 
soberly, righteously, and godly, in this present world” (Titus 2:12). The danger of using our bodies to 
pursue worldliness is clear, “Know ye not, that to whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants ye 
are to whom ye obey; whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto righteousness?” (Romans 6:16)  

In an age of rampant consumerism, a radical separation from sin is demanded to live 
godly in our generation. Christians are called to be salt in our immoral society, but we need to 
always remember that the essence of salt is that it is distinctive. If you want to reach the lost for 
Christ, you have to be different, not the same. Despite what some claim about the habits of our 
Lord, the Bible tells us that the Lord Jesus Christ was “holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners.” 
C.H. Spurgeon wisely instructs believers,  
 

Avoid the appearance of evil. ‘But we must not be too rigid,’ says one. There is no fear of 
that in these days. You will never go too far in holiness, nor become too like your Lord 
Jesus. If anybody accuses you of being too strict and precise, do not grieve but try to 
deserve the charge. I cannot suppose that at the last great day our Lord Jesus Christ will 
say to anyone, ‘You were not worldly enough. You were too jealous over your conduct, 
and did not sufficiently conform to the world.’ No, my brethren, such a wrong is 
impossible. He Who said, ‘Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in 
heaven is perfect,’ (Matthew 5:48) has set before you a standard beyond which you can 
never go. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
In “The Pilgrim’s Progress,” John Bunyan describes the world as a dangerous place with many 
hindrances for the believer - the Slough of Despond, the Valley of Humiliation, the Valley of the 
Shadow of Death, Vanity Fair, etc. In particular, Bunyan uses Vanity Fair to represent everything 
in this world that is alluring, seductive, and which misdirects our affections from seeking the 
glory of God. In the narrative, the pilgrim named Christian and his loyal companion, Faithful 
stood distinct from the others in Vanity Fair by refusing to partake of the wares of the fair. 

No committed Christian will ever win a popularity contest of the world. Their refusal to 
conform to the values and practices of this world proved costly for both Christian and Faithful. 
They were mocked and reviled. The fact they dressed and spoke differently from those around 
them particularly angered the townsfolk of Vanity Fair. They were seized, beaten, and 
imprisoned for not conforming to the values of the town. Faithful was eventually martyred for 
his bold stand at trial under the orders of the Judge, Lord Hategood. Bunyan adds the beautiful 
song in the narrative to those who would follow the same pilgrim path as follows: 

 
Who would true valour see, Let him come hither; 

One here will constant be, Come wind, come weather; 
There’s no discouragement 

Shall make him once relent His first avowed intent 
To be a pilgrim. 

 
Singapore is one of the Vanity Fairs of South East Asia. The glitter and glamour of 

places like Orchard Road threaten to overwhelm many believers, especially our youths. The 
temptation for all of us is to simply conform to the dress, conversation, and lifestyle of those 
around us. Daily we are bombarded with advertisements urging us to go with the flow. Often we 
give in to it and embrace the things of this world. For instance, many Christian parents think 
nothing of watching with their children TV shows or movies that are full of blasphemy, sexual 
perversion, nudity, and violence. Subsequently, these same parents bewail the fact that their 
children imitate the behaviour of these onscreen actors despite the clear biblical warning, “Be not 
deceived: evil communications corrupt good manners,” (1 Corinthians 15:33) and “Neither shalt thou bring an 
abomination into thine house, lest thou be a cursed thing like it: but thou shalt utterly detest it, and thou shalt 
utterly abhor it; for it is a cursed thing.” (Deuteronomy 7:26) 

The result of this unholy alliance is, as one commentator aptly described, “The world has 
become a little churchy, but the Church has become immensely worldly.” Sadly, very few believers today 
would find themselves charged by the townsfolk of Vanity Fair of not conforming to the values 
of such a place. The Bible takes worldliness very seriously. It labels worldliness as spiritual 
adultery and warns that anybody who loves the world cannot be a friend of God. Jesus Christ 
said, “Ye cannot serve God and Mammon” (Luke 16:13). Many professing Christians, like Lot, 
attempt to do this and ultimately fail. But Christ did not say “Ye should not serve God and 
Mammon,” but emphatically, “ye cannot” serve them both.  

The temptation to worldliness is a powerful struggle for us all. It has affected many 
Christians over the centuries. Even mature believers like Hezekiah fell into the sin of worldly 
pride at the end of his life (cf. 2 Kings 20:12-19). We live in an ungodly world and it is hard to 
resist the power of it. It may take time, but the sin of worldliness always has its consequences – 
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just ask Lot or Samson! We need to be continually examining ourselves and asking: What do I 
truly love? Would we rather have Jesus than the things of this world? Daily make the choice to live for God 
by continually reminding yourself that, “the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that doeth the 
will of God abideth for ever” (1 John 2:17). 

 
I ’d rather have Jesus than s i lver  or go ld;   

I ’d rather be His than have r i ches unto ld;   
I ’d rather have Jesus than houses  or lands;   
I ’d rather be l ed by His nai l -pierced hand 

 
I ’d rather have Jesus than men’s  applause ;   

I ’d rather be fai thful  to His dear cause ;   
I ’d rather have Jesus than worldwide fame;   

I ’d rather be true to His holy  name 


