
THE WORLD: IN IT BUT NOT OF IT

I. John 17:13-21 + Various Scriptures

 ! A. When the Bible talks about the world, it can be complicated. The Bible, with 
John in particular, uses the term world (Gk: kosmos) when referring to the planet, the 
people dwelling on the planet, as well as the realm of darkness at enmity with God. 
Distinctions, therefore, are important. We know the axis of evil we face as Christians is 
commonly referred to as the world, the flesh, and the devil. (Thank you Martin Luther.) 
The devil refers to Satan who has many names; the flesh is our sinful nature which is 
bent towards evil; and the world is the fallen realm of darkness here on earth, under the 
influence of Satan (a.k.a. "the god of this world"--2 Cor 4:4) organized in systemic, 
hostile, opposition to its Creator.

! B. Before we get into our chief text, listen to a few preliminary Scriptures:

! ! 1) Psalm 24:1-2 (NIV) reminds us Who this world belongs to: 1 The earth is 
the LORD’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it; 2 for He founded it on the 
seas and established it on the waters. (The planet and the people ultimately are God's.)

! ! 2) Job 41:11 (ESV) God affirms it personally: 11 Who has first given to Me, that 
I should repay him? Whatever is under the whole heaven is Mine. (God owns the real estate.)

! ! 3) 1 Corinthians 10:4 (NLT) is about who's temporarily got sway: 4 Satan, 
who is the god of this world, has blinded the minds of those who don’t believe. They are unable 
to see the glorious light of the Good News. They don’t understand this message about the glory 
of Christ, who is the exact likeness of God. (That's about the squatter king.)

! ! 4) John 15:18-19 (ESV) is a warning from Jesus: 18 If the world hates you, 
know that it has hated Me before it hated you. 19 If you were of the world, the world would 
love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, 
therefore the world hates you. (Not talking about oceans, forests, or mountains.) 

! ! 5) 1 John 2:15-17 (NLT) is a clear warning about the world: 15 Do not love this 
world nor the things it offers you, for when you love the world, you do not have the love of the 
Father in you. 16 For the world offers only a craving for physical pleasure, a craving for 
everything we see, and pride in our achievements and possessions. These are not from the 
Father, but are from this world. 17 And this world is fading away, along with everything that 
people crave. But anyone who does what pleases God will live forever.

! C. Some believers form churches that are separatist in nature but scarcely do they 
escape their own internal carnality. They fail miserably with respect to the Great 
Commission. Other believers form churches that seek to integrate with the world but 
often they become indistinguishable from the world they seek to reach. But here's how 
Jesus prayed in John 17:13-21 (NLT) at the Last Supper: 13 Now I am coming to You. I told 
them many things while I was with them in this world so they would be filled with My joy. 14 I 
have given them Your word. And the world hates them because they do not belong to the 
world, just as I do not belong to the world. 15 I’m not asking You to take them out of the world, 
but to keep them safe from the evil one. 16 They do not belong to this world any more than I 



do. 17 Make them holy by Your truth; teach them Your word, which is truth. 18 Just as You sent 
Me into the world, I am sending them into the world. Gospel: 19 And I give Myself as a holy 
sacrifice for them so they can be made holy by Your truth. 20 I am praying not only for these 
disciples but also for all who will ever believe in Me through their message. (That's US!) 21 I 
pray that they will all be one, just as You and I are one--as You are in Me, Father, and I am in 
You. And may they be in Us so that the world (the people here) will believe You sent Me. (May 
the Lord answer that incredible prayer!)

! D. Many of us grew up in the faith with a saying, "In the world but not of it." While 
that looks different from one believer to the next, it still holds water. Now we as a church 
could decide to dress up in bright green porcupine outfits as a way of distinguishing 
ourselves from the world and having no contact with anyone, but on the inside we'd still 
be wrestling with our flesh and worldly desires and failing to carry out the Great 
Commission in any kind of effective way. OR We could go to great pains to emulate the 
world, absorbing whatever's popular in terms of fashion, music, lingo, and whatever else 
is hip, cool, and otherwise. But that could also mean adopting whatever the culture 
deems right or wrong (no matter what God's Word says) and that would leave us looking 
like mere hypocrites, lame imitators, pedaling a milquetoast gospel that can't save 
anyone. So should we go Amish or Unitarian? Dress like Apostolics or like gangsta 
rappers with lots of bling? Isolate or associate? Shunners or those who Shine?

! E. The Church in Corinth, which was planted in the midst of a fiercely immoral 
pagan city, had to address this same kind of dilemma. Paul addresses it in 1 Corinthians 
5:9-13 (AMP): 9 I wrote you in my [previous] letter not to associate with [sexually] immoral 
people-- 10 not meaning the immoral people of this world, or the greedy ones and swindlers, or 
idolaters, for then you would have to get out of the world and human society altogether! 11 But 
actually, I have written to you not to associate with any so-called [Christian] brother if he is 
sexually immoral or greedy, or is an idolater [devoted to anything that takes the place of God], or 
is a reviler [who insults or slanders or otherwise verbally abuses others], or is a drunkard or a 
swindler--you must not so much as eat with such a person. 12 For what business is it of mine to 
judge outsiders (non-believers)? Do you not judge those who are within the church [to protect 
the church as the situation requires]? 13 God alone sits in judgment on those who are outside 
[the faith]. Remove the wicked one from among you [expel him from your church]. (There's that 
phrase again, "In the world but not of it?" Now of course the challenge is how to be an 
influencer and not an influencee and that is different for each one of us. But God will help 
us if our hearts are in the right place.)

! F. Paul's words in Romans 12:2 (NIV) still ring loud and clear: 2 Do not conform to 
the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able 
to test and approve what God’s will is--His good, pleasing and perfect will. The VOICE version 
puts it this way: 2 Do not allow this world to mold you in its own image. Instead, be 
transformed from the inside out by renewing your mind. As a result, you will be able to discern 
what God wills and whatever God finds good, pleasing, and complete.

! G. Think on this: God loves the world He made. It was a perfect Creation. That 
included the first couple. It was all good! Then the wheels fell off. Mankind fell. But God's 
plan before the world began was to save those who would rebel against Him; rescue 
those who'd reject Him; restore those who'd worship created things vs their Creator. So 
into this dark abyss of a world, devoid of godliness and destined for hell, He sent His 



Son. And into this same cesspool of death, His Son, sharing His Father's love, would 
freely come and freely die and then rise. And the Holy Spirit would exert His power to 
make the spiritually dead throughout the world to come alive, birthing them anew in 
Christ. Here's how it unfolded...

! ! 1) John 1:29 (ESV) is John the Baptist's take: 29 The next day he saw Jesus 
coming toward him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!"

" " 2) John 3:16-18 (ESV) is what Jesus declared to Nicodemus and to us: 
16 For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes in Him should 
not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but in order that the world might be saved through Him. 18 Whoever believes in Him is 
not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not 
believed in the name of the only Son of God.

! ! 3) 1 John 4:9-10 (NIV) reiterates the same: 9 This is how God showed His love 
among us: He sent His one and only Son into the world that we might live through Him. 10 This 
is love: not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son as an atoning sacrifice for 
our sins.

! H. So we decide not to don bright green porcupine outfits nor dress like gangsta 
rappers with lots of bling. We decide not to shun but to shine. We see ourselves as IN but  
not OF. What Scriptures can usher us home today? How about these... 

* Mark 16:15 (AMP) 15 And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all 
creation."

* Matthew 28:18-20 (ESV) 18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to Me. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all 
that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age."

* Close with Prayer...

Scriptures, Videos, & Bonus Stuff

John 17:13-21 (NLT)
13 Now I am coming to You. I told them many things while I was with them in this world 
so they would be filled with My joy. 14 I have given them Your word. And the world hates 
them because they do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. 
15 I’m not asking You to take them out of the world, but to keep them safe from the evil 
one. 16 They do not belong to this world any more than I do. 17 Make them holy by 
Your truth; teach them Your word, which is truth. 18 Just as You sent Me into the world, I 
am sending them into the world. 19 And I give Myself as a holy  sacrifice for them so 
they can be made holy by Your truth. 20  I am praying not only for these disciples but 
also for all who will ever believe in Me through their message. 21 I pray that they will all 
be one, just as You and I are one--as You are in Me, Father, and I am in You. And may 
they be in Us so that the world will believe You sent Me.



Psalm 24:1-2 (NIV)
1 The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it; 2 for He 
founded it on the seas and established it on the waters.

Job 41:11 (ESV)
11 Who has first given to Me, that I should repay him? Whatever is under the whole 
heaven is Mine.

1 Corinthians 10:4 (NLT)
4 Satan, who is the god of this world, has blinded the minds of those who don’t believe. 
They are unable to see the glorious light of the Good News. They don’t understand this 
message about the glory of Christ, who is the exact likeness of God.

John 15:18-19 (ESV)
18 If the world hates you, know that it has hated Me before it hated you. 19 If you were 
of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, 
but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.

1 John 2:15-17 (NLT)
15 Do not love this world nor the things it offers you, for when you love the world, you 
do not have the love of the Father in you. 16 For the world offers only a craving for 
physical pleasure, a craving for everything we see, and pride in our achievements and 
possessions. These are not from the Father, but are from this world. 17 And this world is 
fading away, along with everything that people crave. But anyone who does what 
pleases God will live forever.

1 Corinthians 5:9-13 (AMP)
9  I wrote you in my [previous] letter not to associate with [sexually] immoral people-- 
10 not meaning the immoral people of this world, or the greedy ones and swindlers, or 
idolaters, for then you would have to get out of the world and human society  altogether! 
11 But actually, I have written to you not to associate with any  so-called [Christian] 
brother if he is sexually  immoral or greedy, or is an idolater [devoted to anything that 
takes the place of God], or is a reviler [who insults or slanders or otherwise verbally 
abuses others], or is a drunkard or a swindler--you must not so much as eat with such a 
person. 12 For what business is it of mine to judge outsiders (non-believers)? Do you 
not judge those who are within the church [to protect the church as the situation 
requires]? 13 God alone sits in judgment on those who are outside [the faith]. Remove 
the wicked one from among you [expel him from your church].

Romans 12:2 (NIV)
2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is--His good, 
pleasing and perfect will.

Romans 12:2 (VOICE)



2 Do not allow this world to mold you in its own image. Instead, be transformed from the 
inside out by renewing your mind. As a result, you will be able to discern what God wills 
and whatever God finds good, pleasing, and complete.

John 1:29 (ESV)
29 The next day  he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God, 
who takes away the sin of the world!

John 3:16-18 (ESV)
16 For God so loved the world, that He gave His only  Son, that whoever believes in Him 
should not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send His Son into the world 
to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through Him. 
18  Whoever believes in Him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is 
condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God.

1 John 4:9-10 (NIV)
9 This is how God showed His love among us: He sent His one and only Son into the 
world that we might live through Him. 10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that He 
loved us and sent His Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 

Mark 16:15 (AMP)
15 And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation." 

Matthew 28:18-20 (ESV)
18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to Me. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe 
all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the 
age."

Bonus Goodies

The Battle with the World: Pleasing God - R.C. Sproul (Ligonier Ministries)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6IC4cToiBxY

Do Not Be Conformed to This World - John Piper (Video + Script)
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/do-not-be-conformed-to-this-world

Let's Revise the Popular Phrase: "In, But Not Of" - David Mathis (Desiring God)
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/lets-revise-the-popular-phrase-in-but-not-of

How Should We Be In the World But Not of It? - R.C. Sproul (Ligonier Ministries)
https://www.ligonier.org/posts/how-should-we-be-world-not-it

More Verses, Quotes, Excerpts, & Extras



John 1:6-14 (ESV)
6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7 He came as a witness, to 
bear witness about the Light, that all might believe through him. 8 He was not the Light, 
but came to bear witness about the Light. 9  The true Light, which gives light to 
everyone, was coming into the world. 10 He was in the world, and the world was made 
through Him, yet the world did not know Him. 11 He came to His own, and His own 
people did not receive Him. 12 But to all who did receive Him, who believed in His 
name, He gave the right to become children of God, 13 who were born, not of blood nor 
of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. 14 And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us, and we have seen His glory, glory as of the only Son from the 
Father, full of grace and truth. 

John 12:31-33 (AMP)
31 Now judgment is upon this world [the sentence is being passed]. Now the ruler of 
this world (Satan) will be cast out. 32 And I, if and when I am lifted up  from the earth [on 
the cross], will draw all people to Myself [Gentiles, as well as Jews].” 33 He said this to 
indicate the kind of death by which He was to die. 

John 16:9-11 (NLT)
9  The world’s sin is that it refuses to believe in Me. 10 Righteousness is available 
because I go to the Father, and you will see Me no more. 11  Judgment will come 
because the ruler of this world has already been judged.

John 16:33 (ESV)
33 I have said these things to you, that in Me you may have peace. In the world you will 
have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.

2 Corinthians 10:3-5 (NIV)
3  For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. 4  The 
weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have 
divine power to demolish strongholds. 5 We demolish arguments and every pretension 
that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to 
make it obedient to Christ. 

James 4:4-6 (ESV)
4 You adulterous people! Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity  with 
God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of 
God. 5 Or do you suppose it is to no purpose that the Scripture says, “He yearns 
jealously  over the spirit that He has made to dwell in us”? 6 But He gives more grace. 
Therefore it says, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”

1 John 5:18-20 (AMP)
18 We know [with confidence] that anyone born of God does not habitually  sin; but He 
(Jesus) who was born of God [carefully] keeps and protects him, and the evil one does 
not touch him. 19 We know [for a fact] that we are of God, and the whole world [around 
us] lies in the power of the evil one [opposing God and His precepts]. 20 And we [have 



seen and] know [by  personal experience] that the Son of God has [actually] come [to 
this world], and has given us understanding and insight so that we may [progressively 
and personally] know Him who is true; and we are in Him who is true--in His Son Jesus 
Christ. This is the true God and eternal life.

Quote by Martin Luther
"God indeed tempteth no man; but yet we ask, in this petition, that He would keep and 
preserve us, lest the devil, the world, and our own flesh delude and draw us away from 
the true faith, and throw us into superstition, distrust, despair, and other grievous sins 
and wickedness; and that, if we should be tempted therewith even to the highest 
degree, we still may conquer, and at last triumph over them."

Quote by J.C. Ryle
"There is a common, worldly kind of Christianity in this day, which many have, and think 
they have enough - a cheap Christianity which offends nobody, and requires no sacrifice 
- which costs nothing, and is worth nothing."

Quote by John Owen
"We all profess that we are bound for heaven, immortality, and glory: but is it any 
evidence that we really  design it if all our thoughts are consumed about the trifles of this 
world, which we must leave behind us, and have only  occasional thoughts of things 
above?"

Quote by John Piper
"The world does not need cool Christians who are culturally saturated. It needs exiles 
with the scent of heaven and the aroma of Christ."

Quote by John Piper
"If you don't see the greatness of God then all the things that money can buy become 
very exciting. If you can't see the sun you will be impressed with a street light. If you've 
never felt thunder and lightning you'll be impressed with fireworks. And if you turn your 
back on the greatness and majesty  of God you'll fall in love with a world of shadows and 
short-lived pleasures."

Quote by Vance Havner
"The social gospelers are so obsessed with this-worldliness that other-worldliness (is) 
laughed at, and next-worldliness is rated low. It is as though it were sinful to talk about 
heaven on earth. Thank God, there is still a band of us pilgrims who have gotten out, 
who are going on, and who are happy to be getting home."

Quote by David Brainerd
"Worldly pleasures, such as flow from greatness, riches, honors, and sensual 
gratifications, are infinitely worse than none."

Quote by C.S. Lewis



"If I find in myself desires which nothing in this world can satisfy, the only  logical 
explanation is that I was made for another world.” 

Theological Note on John 1:9
The NIV Study Bible

"The true Light that gives light to every man was coming into the world."  - John 1:9 (NIV)

John 1:9: John is referring to the incarnation of Christ. World. Another common word in 
John's writings, the Greek noun for "world" is found 78 times in this Gospel and 24 times 
in his letters (only 47 times in all of Paul's writings). It can mean the universe, the earth, 
the people on earth, most people, people opposed to God, or the human system 
opposed to God's purposes. John emphasizes the word by  repetition, and moves 
without explanation from one meaning to another (see e.g., 17:5, 14-15 and notes).
- Theological Note on John 1:9. The NIV Study Bible, Zondervan Publishing, p. 1626.

How Can Believers Be in The World But Not of the World?
By S. Michael Houdmann - GotQuestions.org
https://www.gotquestions.org/in-but-not-of-world.html

Question: How can believers be in the world, but not of the world?

Answer: When we read of the "world" in the New Testament, we are reading the Greek 
word cosmos. Cosmos most often refers to the inhabited earth and the people who live 
on the earth, which functions apart from God. Satan is the ruler of this "cosmos" (John 
12:31; 16:11; 1 John 5:19). By the simple definition that the word world refers to a world 
system ruled by Satan, we can more readily  appreciate Christ’s claims that believers are 
no longer of the world--we are no longer ruled by sin, nor are we bound by the principles 
of the world. In addition, we are being changed into the image of Christ, causing our 
interest in the things of the world to become less and less as we mature in Christ.

Believers in Jesus Christ are simply in the world--physically present--but not of it, not 
part of its values (John 17:14-15). As believers, we should be set apart from the world. 
This is the meaning of being holy and living a holy, righteous life--to be set apart. We 
are not to engage in the sinful activities the world promotes, nor are we to retain the 
insipid, corrupt mind that the world creates. Rather, we are to conform ourselves, and 
our minds, to that of Jesus Christ (Romans 12:1-2). This is a daily  activity  and 
commitment.

We must also understand that being in the world, but not of it, is necessary if we are to 
be a light to those who are in spiritual darkness. We are to live in such a way that those 
outside the faith see our good deeds and our manner and know that there is something 
“different” about us. Christians who make every effort to live, think and act like those 
who do not know Christ do Him a great disservice. Even the heathen knows that “by 
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their fruits you shall know them,” and as Christians, we should exhibit the fruit of the 
Spirit within us. 

Being “in” the world also means we can enjoy the things of the world, such as the 
beautiful creation God has given us, but we are not to immerse ourselves in what the 
world values, nor are we to chase after worldly  pleasures. Pleasure is no longer our 
calling in life, as it once was, but rather the worship of God.
- While he is not the author of every article on GotQuestions.org, for citation purposes, you may reference 
our CEO, S. Michael Houdmann.


