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In Matt 8:21-22, a man said he would follow Jesus after he buried his father. Jesus told him to let the 

dead bury their own dead, follow me. In Matt 19:21-22, Jesus told a wealthy man to sell everything, give 

it to the poor, and follow Him. The man chose his possessions over following Jesus. In Luke 9:61-62, a 

man said he would follow Jesus after he told his family goodbye. Jesus told him that no one who 

commits to following, then looks back, is fit for following. 

In the parable of the soils (Mark 4:5-7, 16-19), Jesus taught that this would be a common response to the 

gospel. That people would commit to follow Jesus but be unwilling to leave the world behind. The 

Exodus generation is a good example of this. God delivered them from slavery in Egypt. But life in the 

wilderness was hard. In Num 14:3-4, they said, life in Egypt was better. Let’s go back to Egypt. 

I fear that many professing Christians today would rather be in Egypt than in the wilderness with God. I 

fear that many professing Christians commit to follow Jesus, then spend the rest of their lives looking 

back. I fear that many professing Christians want to follow Jesus as long as He doesn’t ask them to give 

anything away. 

Missionary, Hudson Taylor, said, “Christ is either Lord of all, or He is not Lord at all. To follow Him is 

to surrender every right, every claim, every ambition, and to let Him be everything.” Is Christ Lord of 

everything in your life? Is He Lord over your family? Is He Lord over your screen time? Is He Lord over 

your finances? Is He Lord over your ambitions? “Christ is either Lord of all, or He is not Lord at all” 

(Taylor). 

Can a person know God and love the world? This is what the wealthy man in Luke 9 wanted. This is 

what the Exodus generation in Num 14 wanted. And if we are completely honest, this is what most 

professing Christians want. We desire God and all of the blessings of knowing Him. But we also want 

the world and all of the pleasures of loving the world. 1 John 2:15-17 teaches that Those who know God 

love the things of God, not the things of the world. The passage makes three points about our love for 

God and the world. 

Adultery 

First, Those who love the world do not love God. 1 John 2:15 “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.”  

What does this passage mean by “world?” This passage is not saying that believers should not love 

people. Jesus taught we should love our neighbor (Matt 22:39) and defined our neighbor as anyone we 

meet (Luke 10:25-37). 1 John teaches that we should love other believers (1 John 2:7-10; 3:11-18). God 

loved the world (the people) so much that Jesus died for the world (John 3:16; Rom 5:8). Jesus also 

taught that we should love our enemies like God loves His enemies (Matt 5:44-45; Rom 5:10). 

Things of the world, here, is contrasted with things of God. Verse 15 contrasts love for the world with 

love for the Father. Verse 16 contrasts what comes from the world with what comes from the Father. 

Verse 17 contrasts temporality of the world with the eternality of knowing God. World, in this passage, 

means whatever does not come from God and whatever does not point to God. 

There are obvious things that are not from God: Hatred toward others, denial of God, stealing, lying, 

etc. However, loving the world includes loving whatever does not point to God. Your home is not 

inherently evil, but it can be an idol. Your career is not inherently evil, but it can be an idol. Your 401K 

is not inherently evil, but it can become an idol. 

Can we love God and the world? According to Scripture, the person who attempts to love the world 

and to love God does not love God. 1 John 2:15 “15 ... If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father 

is not in him.”  
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Why can we not love both God and the world? Listen to James 4:4 “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.” 

This verse gives us two reasons why we cannot love both God and the world. First, the world is in 

opposition with God. James 4:4 “… friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever 

wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.” The world has chosen to be an 

enemy of God. If we side with the world, we stand against God. 

Second, we cannot love both God and the world because love for God is devotion to Him, not a 

feeling. James 4:4 addresses those who want to love God and the world as “You adulterous people! ...” 

Our relationship with God is a a covenant, much like a marriage. Our love for God includes devotion to 

Him. Attempting to love God and the world is equivalent to loving your wife and your girlfriend. If you 

love another woman, you do not truly love your wife. If you love the world, you do not truly love God. 

It is adultery. 

Can you know God and love the world? 1 John 2:15 teaches that Those who love the world do not love 

God. 

Things of the World 

Second, Worldly desires are not from God. 1 John 2:16 “16 For all that is in the world—the desires of 

the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride of life—is not from the Father but is from the world.”  

What are the things of the world? Verse 16 describes the things of the world three ways: the desires of 

the flesh, the desires of the eyes, and the pride of life. The word “life” (βίος) refers to the things of life, 

often possessions. In Jesus’s parable of the soils, he uses this word to describe the temptation of 

possessions that reveal professions of faith that are not genuine. Luke 8:14 “14 And as for what fell 

among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by the cares and 

riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature.” Likewise, the word describes possessions 

in 1 John 3:17 “17 But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart 

against him, how does God’s love abide in him?”  

Th desires of the flesh, the desires of the eyes, and the pride of life (possessions) is what Rom 1 

describes as choosing creation over the Creator (Rom 1:23). Possessions are not inherently evil; 1 John 

2:15-17 warns that loving possessions is evil. 

We see verse 16 illustrated in the Garden of Eden. Genesis 3:6 “6 So when the woman saw that the 

tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make 

one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he 

ate.” Everything God created, He called good. The one thing God said was forbidden, Eve said was 

good. And Eve’s sin was founded in her desire for self-exaltation over fellowship with God. 

This is the same mistake we see in the prosperity gospel. The prosperity gospel promises that a person 

who has strong faith will be healthy, wealthy, and prosperous. The prosperity gospel is not Christian 

faith; it is secular humanism disguised as Christian faith. The prosperity gospel worships health, wealth, 

and prosperity, not God. The prosperity gospel tells us to repeat Eve’s sin, while claiming that it is God’s 

will. 

Where do these desires come from? These worldly desires are not from God. Remember that the 

context of this passage (1 John) is … what are the characteristics of those who know God? Why do 

those who know God desire things of God? Our natural desires are for worldly things. We only desire 

things of God because the Spirit of God in us guides our desires. 
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Does this mean that those who desire things of the world do not know God? Yes and no. Clearly 

from 1 John 2:15, a person cannot reconcile a love for God with a love for the world. However, 1 John 

1:5-2:2 is clear that knowing God is not marked by perfection, but by repentance. That is, those who 

know God cannot love things of the world unrepentantly. Believers are not void of sin or of desire for 

worldly things. However, those who know God do not willfully continue in sin without seeking 

repentance and obedience. 

Why can those who know God not love the world? 1 John 2:16 explains that worldly desires are not 

from God. 

Temporary vs Eternal 

Thirdly, Things of the world are temporary; knowing God is eternal. 1 John 2:17 “17 And the world is 

passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever.”  

“The world is passing away.” Remember that the context of this statement is verse 15, which tells us we 

should not love the world. If our affection is set on worldly things, the objects of our affection are 

temporary. 

Jesus taught this in Matthew 6:19–21 “19 “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth 

and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, 20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, 

where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your 

treasure is, there your heart will be also.” If we set our affections on worldly things, we will lose 

everything we love. 

Why do we settle for wealth, fame, houses, cars, and sports when we could know God? Sacrificing 

everything to follow God sacrifices nothing. All of those things are passing away. All of those things 

are insignificant compared to knowing God. Yet, we would rather build the equity in our house than give 

up our evening to speak to God. We would rather watch a movie than read Scripture which is God’s 

revealed word.  

Paul wrote in Philippians 3:7–8 “7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 

Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. 

For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain 

Christ” Do not pity those who sacrifice everything to follow God; pity those who sacrifice God for 

things that are nothing more than a vapor that passes away. 

Parents, your children do not need things that are temporary; they need something eternal. Do not spend 

your life trying to give your kids things that you never had. They will grow old and die; then, they will 

leave all of those things behind. If your children live a long life and die wealthy or famous, but do not 

know God, their life will be wasted. Pray with your kids, read Scripture with your kids, share your faith 

with your kids, teach your kids to “count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing 

Christ Jesus” (Phil 2:8). Give them eternal things. 

In contrast with the temporality of the world, verse 16 says, “whoever does the will of God abides 

forever.” What is “the will of God?” I don’t think this refers strictly to our obedience. 1 John 2:3-7 

states that those who know God will obey Him. However, that obedience is the result of faith, not the 

means of faith. I think “the will of God” refers to faith in Jesus. 

This is what Jesus teaches in Matthew 7:21–23 “21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will 

enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 22 On that 

day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your 

name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ 23 And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; 

depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’” According to Jesus, the will of the Father is to know 

Jesus. This is confirmed in other passages. John 6:40 “40 For this is the will of my Father, that 

everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on 

the last day.”” Doing “the will of God” is knowing God through faith in Jesus. 
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Those who have faith in Jesus have eternal life. Notice verse 17 does not say “the things of God abide 

forever;” it says, “whoever does the will of God abides forever.” Eph 2:1-3 explains that those who sin 

(everyone) are dead (spiritually, eternally). This is what God promised in Gen 2:17 before Adam & Eve 

sinned. Eph 2:4-7 explains that God makes us alive through Jesus. We are filled with the Spirit of God 

and made eternally alive. 

Gospel: The Bible is clear that not everyone has eternal life. Matt 7:13 says that many people go to 

destruction. How, then, can you have eternal life? 1 John 5:13 “13 I write these things to you who 

believe in the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have eternal life.” Eternal life 

comes through a relationship with God that only comes through faith in Jesus. 

Conclusion 

How should we respond to 1 John 2:15-17? After all, how does a person change his desires? I want to 

be healthy, but I also desire ice cream. I may give up ice cream to be healthy. But if I still crave ice 

cream, I will probably start eating ice cream again. I don’t need to change my actions; I need to change 

my desires. 

We should not read 1 John 2:15-17 only as a command to not love the world. It is also a command to 

know God and love God. If we commit to reject our desires for the world without committing to 

knowing and loving God, we will always return to desiring the world. 

Psalm 37:4 “4 Delight yourself in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart.” This is not 

the prosperity gospel. For those who truly delight in the Lord, the desires of their heart is God. When we 

desire God, He is willing to give us as much of Himself as we desire. How do we respond to 1 John 

2:15-17? Pursue God. Spend time speaking to God in prayer. Spent time hearing from God in Scripture. 

Delight in God.  

Can a person know God and love the world? 1 John 2:15-17 says, No; Those who know God love the 

things of God, not the things of the world.  

The passage makes this point in three ways. First, Those who love the world do not love God. Second, 

Worldly desires are not from God. Third, Things of the world are temporary; knowing God is eternal. 

“Christ is either Lord of all, or He is not Lord at all” (Taylor). 
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