
In the world but not of the world 

John 17:6-19

When Jesus was preparing to die, he prayed for his disciples in what has 

been called his “High Priestly Prayer.” The theme of the section of this prayer 

where  he  prays  specifically  for  the  disciples  is  the  contrast  between  his 

disciples and the world. This contrast appears a total of 11 times in 13 verses, 

surely an indication that what he was saying is incredibly significant. 

The world of which Jesus speaks here does not refer to the earth on which we 

stand, but to those who had organised themselves in opposition to God and to 

his legitimate and righteous rule over all  things. While the term “the world”  

also refers in the New Testament to the earth on which we stand, or at times 

to the population of all the nations, it most often refers to this world-system 

which is hostile to God. It is clear, then, that there is no basis for Christians to 

withdraw from engagement with the culture within which we live, on the basis 

that to do so is to be “worldly.”  Nor is there any basis for avoiding taking 

responsibility for the earth around us, a stance adopted by many Christians 

who  have  seen  environmental  concern  as  of  little  importance,  on  the 

assumption that the world will eventually be destroyed when Jesus returns. It 

matters little, so they think, what becomes of it in the meantime. The important 

thing, so they claim, is to “save souls” for eternity in heaven, and therefore we 

should leave the culture around us, and the physical earth itself, strictly alone 

as of no spiritual importance at all. 

While this is still a predominant attitude in some circles, and may have been a 

feature of our own past history as Christians, I do not think it is as strong or as 

pervasive as it used to be, which is in many ways a good thing. This kind of 

attitude is an abdication of the responsibility given to us by God for caring for  

the world as his wise and just stewards, and of the need to contribute to and 

participate  meaningfully  in  the  culture  of  our  society,  making  a  distinctive 

contribution which reflects and is grounded in our convictions as Christians.

However, I think there is another more pressing need, which is not so easily 

addressed,  with  respect  to  what  Jesus is  saying  here,  and which  he and 
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others say also elsewhere in the New Testament, regarding our attitude with 

respect to “the world.” It is that Jesus calls us here, through the prayer which  

he prayed on our behalf,  to be different from the world around us, and to 

recognise that he expects us to stand out, to be distinctive, to be unlike those 

among whom we live who do not love and reverence the Lord and seek to 

obey him in everything. 

Jesus describes his disciples as those whom God the Father has given him 

“out of the world.” They became different, separate, distinct from those around 

them,  and  for  the  rest  of  their  lives  they  faced  opposition,  persecution, 

imprisonment  and  flogging,  and  it  is  said  that  all  except  John  suffered  a 

violent death for their witness to Christ. They were taken out of the community 

of they had been part all their lives, and were called to live as the advocates 

and primary examples of a totally new community, one which was based no 

longer  on  ethnic  bonds,  or  parentage,  or  social  status,  or  geographical 

location, but faithfulness to God: a community which expanded beyond the 

limits of Israel to include those from every nation on earth.

Jesus said that he was not praying for the world, but for the ones which his 

Father had given him. When he was about to face death on behalf  of the 

world, his thoughts turned towards the ones who were already following him: 

a small group of men, called apart from the rest of the world. The reason he 

was praying for them is because he was about to be taken off to die, and after 

being  raised,  he  would  return  to  heaven from whence  he  had come.  His 

disciples,  however,  would  remain  behind  and  would  continue  to  face  the 

opposition  and hostility  of  the  world  which  was alienated from God.  Thus 

Jesus said, “I have given them your word and the world has hated them, for 

they are not of the world any more than I am of the world.” It is clear from 

what Jesus said, that he had experienced the opposition and hostility of the 

world, and that his disciples had experienced the same, and would continue to 

do so, because as the world has hated Jesus, so it also hates those who 

follow him. Those who follow Jesus are no longer in unison with the world but 

at cross purposes with it, and therefore run into antagonism from the world as 

a result.
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Jesus did not pray that his disciples would be taken out of the world but that 

they would be protected from the evil one. The power of wickedness at work 

in the world is not simply people who behave badly towards each other; there 

is a darker force of antipathy towards God which also attacks those who are 

the disciples of Jesus. There is a spiritual war going on, with the forces of 

darkness combating those who walk in the light of God. You may think this is 

old-fashioned and superstitious, but I believe there is a power of darkness at 

work which cannot be explained simply by human wickedness, no matter how 

depraved that may be at times. But neither do we simply want to abdicate 

responsibility for human wickedness and resort to claiming “the devil made 

me do it.” For the power of God is sufficient to protect us from the evil one, as 

we pray each week in the Lord’s Prayer, and it is essential to realise that the  

opposition we face as the servants of God, from those who do not love and 

obey God, is also stimulated and aggravated by the activity of the spiritual 

forces of wickedness. These forces use those who are opposed to God to 

further  their  own  ends,  enticing  and  provoking  them  to  increased  efforts 

against Christian faith.  But again, we are called to do battle against these 

spiritual powers with the strength which the Holy Spirit gives to those who are 

the disciples of Christ.

Finally, Jesus reiterates that his disciples are not of the world, just as he was 

not of the world – he belonged to a different kingdom, had a different loyalty,  

another allegiance than that of the people in the world around him. So it is  

with his disciples: their loyalty lay elsewhere, which is again why they were 

hated, why they were at odds with others, and why they were persecuted. But 

in spite of this, Jesus still sent them out into the world to bring the message of 

the gospel, a message which the world rejects and fights against, with only 

those whose hearts which are open to God responding joyfully to the news of 

God’s grace and forgiveness for all  who desire to follow and love him. To 

open our hearts to God in accepting his love and forgiveness, changing our 

lives so that we progress in spiritual maturity in the calling to become like 

Christ, is then also to come into conflict with the world, the system of hostility 

against God which is pervasive and dominant in our society and elsewhere.
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To be different from the world around us is perhaps one of the hardest parts 

of Christianity to accept, particularly when there are those who tell us that the 

essence of Christianity is tolerance and acceptance of those who are different 

from us, to be loving, non-judgemental, to move with the times and recognise 

things  have  changed.  Those  who  take  this  view hold  that  we  should  not  

expect others to change their religious beliefs in order to become Christians, 

but insist that they should remain true to their  existing beliefs,  being good 

Muslims, or Hindus, or Baha’is, whatever the case may be. This is not only 

absurd, and an abdication of the responsibility to bring the news of the gospel  

to others, I doubt that it is appreciated or respected. A Muslim does not want  

or need Christians to tell him he needs to be a good Muslim: he has plenty of  

other Muslims telling him that. What he does need is to hear the offer of grace 

in Christ, to give him hope and meaning for life which Islam cannot offer. 

But those Christians who see mission work and evangelism as inappropriate, 

because we should not,  so they think, try to change the beliefs of others, 

demonstrate only one thing: that they consider that their own beliefs are of so 

little value or importance to them, and make no real difference in their own 

lives, that it will similarly do little or nothing for anyone else. In other words, 

they have lost any sense that what they believe has any real truth or meaning 

behind it, and that as it has so little relevance or interest for them, why would 

it be at all relevant or interesting to anyone else? One of the major reasons 

why there is so little effort made in evangelism or mission, is that we do not  

believe that  we have anything worthwhile  to  offer.  It  is  a  symptom of  the 

spiritual decay which afflicts the church, and until that is addressed, we can 

expect to see continued decline and loss of any relevance or effectiveness in 

what we do.

Not only have many Christians lost any sense of conviction about what they 

believe, there is also a loss of any shared understanding as to how we should 

live and behave. The changing moral standards around us are reflected within 

the Christian community as well. We are no longer able to say to the world 

what it means to live in faithful, committed, married relationships, because we 

cannot agree amongst ourselves whether it is right to do so, or whether it is 
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important, or relevant, or meaningful. The tragedy of the decay of Christian 

conviction is not that we no longer agree on how we should live, but we no 

longer  have  any  common  convictions  as  to  how  we  would  go  about 

determining whether there is anything we can agree on, and what source of 

authority  we  would  appeal  to  in  order  to  resolve  the  disagreements.  We 

cannot agree any more on how to understand and use the Scriptures as a 

guide to life, and many who still profess to be Christians do not even agree 

that the Scriptures are relevant or true, so an appeal to their authority makes 

no sense and does nothing to resolve disputes. The question remains, then, 

to what should we appeal as a means of determining what it means to be a 

Christian, and how a Christian should live? A simple majority vote has no 

credibility  as this is based solely on the personal  choices of the particular 

group of people making the decision, who may be swayed by all manner of 

influences and experiences in their backgrounds. In effect, we have adopted 

the  position of  the  idolatrous Israelites  at  the  end of  the book of  Judges: 

everyone did as they saw fit. 

What was unthinkable in decades past is now not only accepted by many, but 

even advocated and promoted! It  has been said that what one generation 

tolerates,  the next  will  accept.  What one generation accepts,  the next  will  

embrace. What one generation embraces, the next will advocate. So we can 

see the  trend towards  greater  permissiveness and  moral  decline  is  not  a 

recent phenomenon: it is the inevitable outcome of a gradual shift in attitudes, 

in other words, the loss of any roots or firm conviction about how we should 

live.

Not  only  is  it  a  problem  for  our  society  with  a  slide  into  greater  moral  

permissiveness and “acceptance of difference,” it is a problem for Christians 

as well, who often share the same trend towards tolerance and acceptance, 

although often at a somewhat slower rate than for society as a whole, largely  

because of the loss of any conviction as to what Christians ought to believe, 

or how they ought to live, or where we should go for guidance in determining 

these things. Again, it is a case of what one generation tolerates, the next will 

accept, and so on down the slippery slope. This has a direct impact on the 
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future health and viability of the church, as we can see if we just look around 

us. Many of the mainline churches are facing the same problems: an aging 

congregation with a high proportion near or over retirement age, significant 

absence of the next generation, and very limited growth from either children 

being born,  transfer  from elsewhere,  or  new believers being added to  the 

congregation.  Careful  consideration  of  the  makeup  of  many  such 

congregations will rapidly bring us to one conclusion: unless something major 

happens,  these  congregations  have  no  viable  future  and  will  eventually 

disappear.  If  we look at  our  congregations we can see the  future clearly: 

dwindling numbers through aging and lack of  new people coming into the 

church. In the process the shrinking numbers remaining will find it harder and 

harder to maintain the buildings, support the budget, and keep up the work 

needed to sustain the life of the congregation. 

But in this I think we need to take into account the presence of the Tongans in 

our midst: they still have a vitality and conviction which if sustained is likely to 

mean that in ten or twenty years, there may be a dozen or so Europeans as a 

small minority in a large thriving Tongan congregation. I see no problem in 

that for the Tongans, but I do see a danger: that they, and their children, will  

become infected with the spiritual decline and loss of conviction which ails the 

Europeans, which will have the same disastrous effect on them which it has 

had on us. But if the Tongans, and other Pacific Island congregations in New 

Zealand are able to rise above these problems, they will in years to come be 

faced with a new and difficult challenge: being the only ones able to bring the 

gospel to a European population that has abandoned it for secularism, New 

Age spirituality, Buddhism, Islam or anything else which seems to have more 

appeal,  credibility,  conviction,  meaning  and  relevance  than  an  anaemic 

Christianity which has abandoned everything of value and thereby cut itself off  

from the roots of its own continued existence. I don’t think we need to labour  

the point;  it  is  something we are all  too aware of:  we are facing a major 

problem. The question is, though, what can we do about it?

The good news is, there is a solution. The bad news is, it is not easy. But the  

good news is that we have available to us all the power of God through the 
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Holy Spirit which he has given freely to those who believe, to achieve that 

which God has called us to: to be his disciples in a world hostile to God, and 

to live in the light of the Gospel in the face of a world which has scorn for  

Christianity,  combined with  a fascination with  “spirituality,”  which is  in  fact 

nothing more than a false substitute for a loving and responsive relationship 

with God. 

What we learn from this passage in John’s gospel is in fact something which 

the church seems by and large to have forgotten these days: that we are 

supposed to be different, we are not to live and behave like those who are not 

believers. This is rather a radical change in direction for many of the mainline 

churches, which have been influenced by a liberal theology that has sought to 

reduce the distance between Christians and those of other convictions. The 

ultimate  result  of  that  approach  is  that  many  no  longer  think  that  it  is  

necessary, or even it seems, desirable, for people to hold to a Christian faith.  

In fact, many would say that any faith at all will do, since we are all believers  

in one way or another, and we are all have different ways of thinking about 

God, all of which are true and valid, and none of which is any more true than 

another. 

The end result is that we have had Christian leaders telling us that we do not 

need to bring the Gospel of Christ to those of other religions, but instead to 

encourage them to be good Buddhists, or Moslems, or Hindus, or whatever, 

following  their  own  religion,  or  none,  as  they  choose.  We  should  not  be 

surprised then, since we have been telling people that they do not need to be 

Christians but should be true to their own convictions, that those who have 

heard this message have either exited from the church, or else have never 

entered it. Why are so many people these days not at all interested in being 

part of a church, or following a Christian walk? Because we have over the 

years  made a  huge  effort  to  convince  them that  they  do not  need  to  be 

involved in the church, nor that there is any need for them to be Christians. 

We have in fact, told them that what we believe is of so little value that it is not 

worth them taking it on as their own. 
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So then, we do not need to be discouraged about the fact that the message 

we have brought to the world around us has not been effective: it has in fact 

been  hugely  successful  and  has  accomplished  precisely  what  could  be 

expected from the message. We have told people that God loves them just as 

they are; that he has no demands to make of them; and that God tolerates 

and accepts their behaviour and does not require them to change. Having 

convinced them, then, that we have nothing unique or special to offer, should 

we be surprised that they no longer come to church? What is it  that they 

expect to hear except that the way they live is perfectly fine with God and 

there is nothing he wants them to do which they are not already doing. So 

would you bother going to church if you were told that you don’t need to?

The problem is not confined to liberal churches in the mainline denominations.  

We  can  see  exactly  the  same  problem  in  many  Pentecostal  and  other 

evangelical  denominations  as  well,  even  though  the  message  takes  a 

somewhat  different  form.  For  instance,  liberals  generally  think  nothing  of 

people  having  sexual  relationships  before  marriage,  or  even  instead  of 

marriage. It’s just not a problem any more: it’s the way the world is, and we 

need to be tolerant and accepting. In evangelical churches, people having 

sexual relationships before marriage, or even instead of marriage, is not a 

problem, providing they can manage to ignore it: it is not tolerated, it is just not 

dealt with as a problem, which amounts to the same thing. I have even been 

told by young people attending very conservative Pentecostal congregations 

that  sex before marriage is  acceptable providing the Pastor has given his 

approval.  Christians  of  any  persuasion  cohabiting  outside  marriage  is  so 

prevalent  in  virtually  every  church  that  it  is  rare  for  anyone  except  those 

considered “extremists” or “fundamentalists” to challenge our tolerance and 

acceptance of this; as indicated by the fact we usually refer to it as choice of a 

lifestyle rather than choice of a moral stance different to the one taught by 

Christ. But whether we are talking about liberals or evangelicals, the problem 

is the same: there is a lack of conviction that this has anything to do with the 

message of Christ, who calls us to be different from the world!
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The problem, then,  is  not  that  the world  around us is  not  listening to  the 

message we have been giving them, but that they have indeed been listening, 

and have accepted the message wholeheartedly, that God loves them just as 

they are and does not expect them to change. The problem is, however, that  

we have been giving them the wrong message, and unless we change the 

message we are giving, we can expect to see only continued decline and the 

eventual extinction of the church. Meanwhile, in countries such as China and 

in South America and Africa, an orthodox Christianity is growing in leaps and 

bounds, and will  eventually take the initiative away from Western countries 

where the church may, in all likelihood, continue to wither into insignificance 

and irrelevance.

So then, what is the solution? It is, in fact, very simple. It does not require 

huge evangelistic campaigns. It does not involve sophisticated programmes 

or expensive building developments. But it does require something far more 

costly:  it  will  require  the  church  to  honestly  face  up  to  the  fact  that  the 

message it has been giving to the world, and indeed itself, has been, quite 

simply, wrong. And it will require the church to obey an unpopular, despised 

and almost unheard of command of Christ:  repent, and believe the Gospel. 

That is, we need to admit to ourselves, and to the world around us, that what 

we have been telling everyone, the way we have been living, the morality we 

have tolerated in ourselves and in others, has been wrong, and that we are 

deeply sorry for the extent and the seriousness of our betrayal of Christ. 

Jesus prayer for his disciples gives us the direction we need to follow: we 

have been part of the world, the hostile system of those opposed to God and 

alienated from him, but in Christ we are called out of the world, made into a  

new community of believers, called to bring the news of God’s grace to those 

still  ensnared in the world.  We are to expect that we will  be scorned and 

mocked by those who do not follow Christ, to be ridiculed for what we believe, 

and  attacked  for  the  standards  of  behaviour  that  we  seek  to  live  by  and 

uphold. We will be attacked by the forces of spiritual darkness which seek to 

prevent the message of God’s grace taking hold, but we have the protection 

of God who will uphold us in times of trial and bring his people to victory. And 
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all of this leads up to the conclusion of this section of the prayer of Jesus: he 

has sent us into the world, to bring the good news to the world which does not 

know that it wants or needs it. But if the world heard the gospel as it really 

should be, it would recognise it for what it is, for God is at work in the world 

preparing the way for the message of the gospel he has charged us to bring,  

and there will be those who respond to a message of grace which connects 

with the work of God’s Spirit  within them, leading them to respond to this  

message.  Not  all  will  respond,  but  unless we take the message of  God’s 

grace in Christ to them, they may miss the chance to respond. And unless the 

message we take to them is the message that God has given us to take, they 

will not respond in faith to his grace, love and forgiveness.

If, then, there is any sense of God’s grace among us, let us pay heed to his 

call  to  recognise  that  the  King  has  entered  into  his  kingdom,  and  that 

therefore he calls us to repent and believe, and to preach the gospel. May 

it be so. 
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