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Sermon 10-12/13-2019 

“IN the world vs. OF the world” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

See attachment for scripture passages… 

 

1.1) Either…or 

I don’t remember everything I was taught in my home church’s confirmation 

program. But you know how it goes with memories – some just stick out. In your 

bulletin you find an insert of a famous piece of German religious art work1 that our 

pastor once showed us during a confirmation class. It’s called the narrow and the 

wide gate, a graphic depiction of a parable of Jesus on living godly vs. living 

worldly (Matthew 7:13f). 

 

The illustration is pretty self-explanatory. You see the wide worldly path of life to 

the left with all sorts of classical late 19th century pleasures. While they are 

enticing in the beginning they all lead to destruction later.  

And then there is the narrow gate that depicts people living a life of piety 

leading to eternal bliss. 

What’s interesting is that there are these bridges between the two sides that 

symbolize that it is always possible to switch gear for the better (some faith traditions 

don’t believe that it’s possible to change from the narrow to the wide path…).  

 

It was very impactful for me as a young teenager to look at this painting in 

confirmation class. I even want to say it was helpful to see the world in such a 

black and white way, because sometimes seeing things black and white can be 

helpful – even for adults. But it can also be challenging. 

 

Even in my teenage years of faith-development I’ve had times when I thought that 

this simple black and white approach to human life doesn’t do justice to the 

complexity of life.  

For example: How would you illustrate that as a person of faith you need to be 

where some of the bad stuff is happening so you can make a difference. That’s 

actually exactly what I want to talk about today… 

 

1.2) Either…or vs. Both…and 

Today’s theme of the “thin places” message series brings us to the question of how 

we find and experience God in the secular world.  

I have to tell you, this has been the theme I had the most hesitancy of approaching. 

I have a great amount of respect dealing with this topic and I was tempted to stay 

away from it. But I believe it is important to talk about it and to engage the 

scriptures on it. 

 

Have you heard the expression that as Christians we are “in this world but not of 

this world?” It’s not something you find literally in the Bible but the theme of it is 

                                                           
1 “Der Breite und der Schmale Weg, Charlotte Reihlen 1860. 
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clearly present. Today we heard a lot of passages from scripture that all deal and 

relate to the “in the world but not of the world” subject. 

 

The issue at hand is quite simple. In its extreme you could boil it down to the 

question: Should you live like a monk or a nun in a monastery, never to be tainted 

by the world? Or should you blend in and become one with the culture around 

you? 

The answer, of course, is somewhere in the middle. But where is that middle? The 

image that my confirmation pastor showed me did not have a middle, it had a clear 

either or.  

 

Let’s see what the scriptures say… 

 

2) Scripture 

The variety of Bible passages we’ve heard today show us that we find both ways in 

the Bible: there is a clear black and white approach to life… and there is a more 

diversified approach to life in this world. I don’t believe the Bible is wishy washy; 

I want to honor both and want to seriously explore what the Bible says about 

finding God in the secular world… 

 

2.1) Not of the world 

Let’s take a look at those very black and white passage from John first. 

 
John 15:18f 

 

John 17: 14-16 

 

1 John 2:15-17 

 

It’s hard to argue with that. It’s as black and white as it gets. I believe we need to 

hear that. Jesus tells us that we don’t belong to this world, that through him we are 

different. He even says that this world as it is is a threatening and scary place for 

people who follow Jesus. How could we possibly find God in such a world?! It 

seems to be an “either…or” scenario.  

 

I’m not going to deny that the world is not our home. What I do have to do though 

is to point out that when the phrase “world” is used in John’s gospels and letters 

we have to distinguish: The word “world” can have two meanings. It can mean 

“that which is opposed to God,” or it can mean, “that which God has created.” 

Do you see the difference?  

 

It is self-evident that we won’t find God in “that which is opposed to God.” In this 

way it is easy to be black and white: It’s either living for God and with God or it is 

living without God and against God.  

 

But let’s hear another witness of scripture… 
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2.2) But in the world  

Take a look at the words of Psalm 139. … 

 

And then we have the famous passage in Matthew’s gospel where Jesus at the end 

of his earthly ministry sends his disciples into the world. “World” here is 

understood as “that which God has created.” 

He doesn’t send them into a monastery – he sends them into the world which his 

Father created that has all sorts of scary and harmful places and situations.  

 

How can we avoid getting absorbed by some of the harmful aspects of the world? 

 

It’s important we realize that we are not invincible. Nobody of us can say we are so 

self-controlled there’s nothing in this world that can tempt us or harm us. No, we 

all can fall and get stuck in some of the world’s seductions.  

 

But at the same time we have to realize that we can’t really separate ourselves from 

the world. It wouldn’t be the responsible thing to do. God wants us to be in this 

world because how else would this world become a little bit more like the way God 

wants it to be?!  

 

This is where the image of the two paths from the confirmation picture breaks 

down. If I live my life exclusively among the “good” people how can I reach out to 

those who don’t live out goodness yet?! Jesus sends his disciples into the world so 

they can draw people toward him. He sends you too! 

 

I feel the last Bible passage that we’ve heard read today expresses it best… 

 

3.1) No wishy washy-ness 

 
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you 

may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect. - Romans 12:2 
 

We have to keep in mind that God loved this world – the very world that so often 

turns its back to him.  

 

We have a responsibility in this world – and that is to care for the people in it. I 

want to tell you a story that I believe illustrates this… 

 
A reporter was covering that conflict in the middle of Sarajevo, and he saw a little girl shot by a 

sniper. The reporter threw down his pad and pencil, and stopped being a reporter for a few 

minutes. He rushed to the man who was holding the child, and helped them both into his car. 

 

As the reporter stepped on the accelerator, racing to the hospital, the man holding the bleeding 

child said, "Hurry, my friend, my child is still alive." 

A moment or two later, "Hurry, my friend, my child is still breathing." 
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A moment later, "Hurry, my friend, my child is still warm." 

 

Finally, "Hurry. Oh, God, my child is getting cold." 

 

When they got to the hospital, the little girl was dead. As the two men were in the lavatory, 

washing the blood off their hands and their clothes, the man turned to the reporter and said, 

"This is a terrible task for me. I must go tell her father that his child is dead. He will be 

heartbroken." 

 

The reporter was amazed. He looked at the grieving man and said, "I thought she was your 

child." 

 

The man looked back and said, "No, but aren't they all our children?" 

 

Yes, they are all our children. They are also God's children as well, and he has entrusted us with 

their care in Sarajevo or anywhere…2 

 

We are not called to live away from the war zones of this world – whether they are 

literal war zones or not. We are supposed to be in them not to participate in them 

or conform to them but to bring love, healing and hope into them. 

 

Where will you go this week to meet God in a war zone of this world?  

How will you make sure you won’t get absorbed by that which is opposed to God? 

Where will you bring love, healing and hope?  

I’m sure that if you’re willing to go, God will use you. Amen. 

                                                           
2 Jim Wallis, Who Speaks For God? (New York:Delacorte Press, 1996), 72-73. 

 


