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How to Experience God More Fully:

Relating to the World
A Study of 1 John 2:15-17
Characteristic of Completeness:  Relationship with the World
Big Idea:  Go against the flow.
Related Scriptures:  1 John 5:19; Matthew 6:24; James 4:4; Galatians 6:8; Romans 12:2; 13:14
Introduction:

A.
Merry Christmas!  Christmas is such an extraordinary time of year.  There’s more food.  More traffic.  More ads in the newspaper.  More glitter.  More family.  More appeals for money.  More mail.  More travel.  More time off.  More green and red.  More spending.  More stress.  More imbibing.  More singing.  More memories.  More conflict.  More talk about Jesus.  And, generally, we like it.  It’s what we do.  It’s easy not to think too much about it and just sort of go with the flow of Christmas in our culture.
B.
But, at the risk of sounding like some scrooge, which I am definitely not, I have a question.  Is going with the flow a good thing?  As believers in Jesus Christ, how are we to negotiate the current of our culture, particularly at Christmas time?
C.
Our study through the Bible letter of First John brings us this morning to 1 John 2:15-17.  It’s not your typical Sunday-before-Christmas text.  There is no Mary.  No Joseph.  No shepherds.  No Christ-child in a manger.  Nevertheless, our text is certainly relevant for Christmas.  It has some critically important things to say to us about how to negotiate the current of our culture, particularly at Christmas.  Let me read our text.  It’s 1 John 2:15-17.  It says,
NKJ 1 John 2:15 Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16 For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world. 17 And the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides forever.

I.
Let’s first seek to understand what God is saying to us through the Apostle John in this passage.

A.
The sole command of this passage comes right up front in the first part of Verse 15.  It says,
NKJ 1 John 2:15 Do not love the world or the things in the world.

1.
The command, “Do not love the world” could rightly be translated, “Stop loving the world,” suggesting that John’s readers were, to some extent, caught up in loving the world.  Also we have discovered in previous studies that John’s readers were believers.  This is significant because it means that it is quite possible for believers like you and me to love the world.  In Verse 15, we are commanded to stop loving the world.  This raises all kinds of questions.
2.
For example, what is the world?  The term, “world” can be used in various ways.  It can be used to describe all the people of the world, as in “God so loved the world” (John 3:16).  But that’s not how it’s being used in our text.  John uses the term to describe the world system headed by Satan that seeks to displace and deny God and His rule.  That’s how John uses the term in 1 John 5:19, when he says,
NKJ 1 John 5:19 . . . the whole world lies under the sway of the wicked one.

a.
This is a sobering thought.  Our entire world system is under the influence of Satan.  At least two implications arise from this.

(1)
First, because Satan holds sway over the world, and because Satan is against God, we can expect the flow of this world to be headed in a direction away from God.  So, going with the flow of this world is definitely not a good thing.
(2)
Second, because Satan is a deceiver, we can expect Him to try to fool us into thinking that going with the flow of this world is not all that bad.  In fact, if we’re all drifting, we might not even have the sense that we’re moving away from God at all.
b.
The characteristics of this world are mentioned in Verse 16 of our text.  There are three things that characterize the flow of this world.  They describe its current and direction.
(1)
First, there is “the lust of the flesh.”  This has to do with wanting pleasure.

(2)
Second, there is “the lust of the eyes.”  This has to do with wanting things we see, but don’t have.

(3)
Third, there is “the pride of life.”  This has to do with wanting to enhance our image in the eyes of others.
The flow of the world is definitely not in the direction of God.  Verse 16 says it “is not of the Father.”
3.
Another question needs to be answered.  If the command back in Verse 15 is, “Do not love the world or the things in the world,” then what does it mean to love the world?

Interestingly, the word John uses for love is agapao, the verb form of the noun, agape.  We learned a couple of weeks ago that biblical agape love is not a feeling but a choice—a choice to elevate the interests of someone or something above our own interests.  It is the highest form of love.  We love God by elevating His interests above our own in obedience.  We love others by elevating their interests above our own in serving them with humility.
But loving the world is a distorted form of agape.  Loving the world coronates the wrong king.  Loving the world does not elevate God to serve Him.  Nor does loving the world elevate other people to serve them.  Instead, loving the world elevates worldly pursuits such that we serve those pursuits.  Those worldly pursuits include the pursuit of pleasure; the pursuit of things we want, but do not have; and, the pursuit of our own prideful image enhancement.  That’s the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.
What does it take for a believer to love the world in this way?  Nothing really.  We don’t need to work at it at all.  We just go with the flow.  The direction of the world is like the flow of a river.  We are like fish in that river.  What do we need to do to go with the flow?  Nothing.  The current will take us.  What do we need to do to teach our children to love the world?  Nothing.  The current will take them.  
In order to love the world, it’s not necessary to swim vigorously with the flow of this world.  Just drifting will do it.  Rebellion sounds worse than apathy, but both go with the flow.  Hedonism sounds worse than lethargy, but both go with the flow.  Willful sin sounds worse than inattentiveness, but both go with the flow.  Abuse sounds worse than neglect, but both go with the flow.  Disobedience sounds worse than procrastination, but both go with the flow.
Every day we are bombarded with thousands of messages on television, in movies, in magazines, on the radio.  These are the curricula of our world.  They are the world’s flash cards.  By and large, they teach variations on a theme:  Go with the flow to pursue pleasure; to pursue the things we want, but do not have; and to pursue our own prideful image enhancement.  To go with the flow is to love the world.
In some ways, encouragements to love the world intensify during Christmas—a time when we’re supposed to focus on loving the Father in response to who His is and what He has done for us.  Our Christmas celebrations can be as pretty as a glass ornament.  And just as hollow.  A million things conspire to distract us from the true meaning of Christmas.  And we can get a sense of the Christmas flow of our culture by engaging in a little cultural critique of an old Christmas carol we’ll sing later on.
The first line of the Christmas carol goes like this:  “Hark, the herald angels sing.”  No particular problem with this line.  Angels are fine.  As long they’re tolerant and not heralding things that might be offensive.

Next line:  “Glory to the newborn King.”  This will require some editing.  The word, “king” has bad connotations.  It suggests that Christ is the one true God who has the exclusive right to rule us.  That’s offensive.  Let’s change “newborn King” to “newborn idea.”
Next line:  “Peace on earth, and mercy mild.”  The peace-on-earth part is still okay.  We can still put that on company Christmas cards.  But the mercy part could be a problem.  It suggests that we deserve to be punished and need mercy.  So, let’s change “mercy mild” to “weather mild.”
Next line:  “God and sinners reconciled.”  Now, this is beyond minor editing!  We’re going to have to take this line out entirely.  It suggests that we need to believe in Christ and Christ alone as the only solution to our sin problem.  Let’s replace the line with, “Let’s get along with each other.”
The irony of Christmas is that, when we take the real Christ out of Christmas, when we domesticate His message to say nothing more than “let’s get along with each other,” when we focus more on the presents under the tree than on the gift of eternal life, we end up celebrating His birthday by going with the flow, and we love the world.
4.
Some of you may be thinking, “Bob, you really are a scrooge.”  Others may be asking, “Is it wrong to enjoy pleasure?”  “Is it wrong to enjoy our possessions?”  “Is it wrong to enjoy it when other people think highly of us?”  “Is it wrong to enjoy the material perks of Christmas?”  Absolutely not.  Here’s the point:  We can enjoy them, but we should never enthrone them.  To enthrone the things of the world is to make them our priority.  To enthrone the things of the world is to arrange our lives around the pursuit of them.  To enthrone the things of the world is to serve them.  And when we enthrone the things of the world, we love the world, and we go with the flow.
B.
Why is it bad to love the world and go with the flow?  John gives us two good reasons.

1.
First, it is bad to love the world because it is a form of idolatry.  If we are enthroning the things of the world, by definition, we are displacing and denying God’s right to rule in our lives.  That’s idolatry.  And that’s what John is talking about in the last part of Verse 15.  He says,
NKJ 1 John 2:15 . . . If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.
John is saying that if we’re loving or enthroning the world, we cannot be loving or enthroning the Father.  It’s got to be one or the other.  It can’t be both.  Jesus Himself makes the same point in Matthew 6:24, when He says,
NKJ Matthew 6:24 “No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.

Similarly, James 4:4 says,

NKJ James 4:4 . . . Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Whoever therefore wants to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.

2.
Not only is loving the world a bad idea because it’s idolatrous and against God, it’s also a bad idea because it’s simply a bad investment.  Satan is trying to sell us a time-share on Mount St. Helens.  Verse 17 says,
NKJ 1 John 2:17 And the world is passing away, and the lust of it . . .

The pursuit of worldly things will eventually prove worthless.  We will have nothing to show for our pursuits because the world and its lusts are passing away.  The satisfaction of the world never lasts; it is fleeting.  Everyone who loves the world will realize this sooner or later.  Some are realizing it right now.  Galatians 6:8 says,
NKJ Galatians 6:8 For he who sows to his flesh will of the flesh reap corruption . . .
In contrast, the one who loves the Father by doing His will makes an investment in satisfaction and joy that will stand forever.  John confirms it in the last part of Verse 17, saying,

NKJ 1 John 2:17 . . . but he who does the will of God abides forever.
C.
To summarize, our text has a lot to say about our relationship with the world as believers.  In fact, our key characteristic of completeness this morning is our relationship with the world.  And the big idea for us is this:  Go against the flow.  By this I mean we should not love the flow of this world; we should go against it.  We should go against the flow by loving the Father, which, by definition, directs us against the flow.  We should be heavenly-Father-driven not world-driven.
II.
How do we go against the flow?  How do we apply this to our lives today?
A.
The first thing we have to do is ask ourselves a hard question.  What is driving you?  What motivates you to do what you do day in and day out?  Everyone is purpose-driven.  The only thing that distinguishes us is our purpose.  What is your overriding purpose?  Is it to love the Father, or is it to love the world?  As believers, we are often quick to say, “Well, of course my purpose is to love the Father!”  But sometimes we need to scratch the pious paint we’ve put on to see what’s underneath.
1.
Take, for example, the lust of the flesh.  It’s the pursuit of pleasure.  Are we wrapped up in that?
a.
It’s easy to think of pleasure pursuits that would be obviously worldly such as being involved in sexual immorality or substance abuse.

b.
But there are pleasure pursuits that are easier to hide or more socially acceptable.  For example, the world invites us to enthrone the god of comfort and security and to go with the flow on an air mattress.  We think we deserve to live comfortably.  We deserve to be married.  We deserve to own a nice home in a nice neighborhood.  We deserve to be happy.  We deserve to drive a nice car.  We deserve to be pain free.  We deserve to have a nest egg for retirement.  We deserve stability and safety.  We deserve to avoid conflict.  We deserve to avoid anything that would push us out of our comfort zone, even if it’s for a good cause.  And we count getting all these things we think we deserve as the way God blesses our efforts.
But this way of thinking is exposed by the Apostle Paul who says, “imitate me” (1 Corinthians 4:16) but did not live comfortably, was not married, did not own a nice home, was not always happy, did not have a car to drive, was not pain free, had no retirement, did not enjoy stability or safety, was in persistent conflict, and continually pushed himself outside his comfort zone for the sake of Christ.  At the same time Paul describes all believers, including himself, as having every spiritual blessing (Ephesians 1:3).  How can this be?  Paul must view God’s blessings a little differently than we typically do.
Could it be that what we’ve thought of all along as God blessing us is just Satan messing with us?  Could it be that we’re just going with the flow?

2.
Let’s consider the lust of the eyes.  It’s wanting stuff that we don’t have.  Are we wrapped up in that?
a.
We can readily point to the more obvious problems in this area:  greed, coveting, materialism.  Of course, we don’t struggle with any of these in our culture, particularly during Christmas!  Our newspaper is three inches thicker because of all the ad inserts that remind us of want we “need” but don’t have.
b.
The wanting can also be more subtle.  It can be a simmering lack of contentment.  We can be quietly and secretly miffed about not having more of what the world has to offer.  And that lack of contentment usually intensifies at Christmas.  Could it be that we are going with the flow?
3.
Or, consider the pride of life.  It’s being concerned about our image.  It’s being driven by what people think of us.  Are we wrapped up in that?
a.
Sometimes we want to impress other people by what we have or what we’ve done or what we’ve been through, so when we’re socializing—maybe even during Christmas parties—we try to work it into the conversation.  It’s the pride of life.
b.
Sometimes we’re driven to perform, driven to excel, driven to perfectionism because, frankly, we’re worried about what other people are going to think of us.  Even acts of service in the church—whether it’s practicing or painting or preaching—they can be done not to serve our heavenly Father, but to serve our own image.  It’s the pride of life.
c.
Sometimes we subscribe to the two-group mentality in church.  It’s the idea that one group struggles with sin issues and another group doesn’t.  To perpetuate the myth, and to position ourselves in the “righteous” group, we carefully hide our own issues, and are quick to point out the issues of others.  We point out the sliver in their eye, ignoring the planks in ours.  It’s the pride of life.  And it ignores the truth that the one true God sent His one and only Son to provide one way for God to forgive one group of people—one group of sinners.  That’s you and me.  That’s everybody.
And Christ’s forgiveness is free to all who simply believe Him for it.  Believing in Jesus is the one and only way to receive the free gift of forgiveness and eternal life.  But sometimes we Christians self-righteously act like we’re paying for what we get for free.  It’s the pride of life.  Could it be that we are going with the flow?
B.
What do you do if you’re beginning to think that maybe you’ve been going with the flow?  What if you’re coming to the end of another year and it occurs to you that maybe you’ve been loving the world?
There is no better time than Christmas to turn to the heavenly Father who wants our love.  There is no better time to go against the flow and toward our heavenly Father—the Father who loves us so much He sent His Son to die and rise again to pay for our sin so that He can give eternal life to all who simply believe Him for it.  There is no better time to run to our Father and say, “I am wrong, and of these worldly things, I repent.”  To repent means to change your mind.  It means to go against the flow.  It is to say, “I am wrong, and of these things, I repent.”
Let me show you a short video that helps make the point.  (Video played here.)
I want to give you an opportunity to repent.  Jeff Merry is going to be softly strumming his guitar for a few minutes.  As he does, I invite you to quietly and prayerfully consider whether God wants you to change your mind about loving the world this Christmas.
If, at some point in the process, you find that you are willing to make a commitment to go against the flow of this world, I have a suggestion.  As an outward expression of your commitment to go against the flow, I invite you to turn around and kneel, with your knees on the floor and your elbows resting on the seat of your chair.  This is not for show; don’t worry about what other people think.  I realize not everyone is physically able to do this; that’s okay.  I’m just inviting you to do it as an outward symbol of an inward conviction to go against the flow in worship of the newborn King.
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