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 The title of the present article ought to incite a certain reaction in the heart of the 

regenerated believer. Friendship with unbelievers? God forbid! Indeed, there is no such thing as 

friendship with unbelievers. Why is this so? In this article, I call your attention to three points 

related to the topic of the title. First, what is friendship? Second, who are unbelievers? And third, 

what is our positive calling? 

 Friendship in scripture is defined as a spiritual bond that consists of the qualities of love 

and affection. The noun philia1 in the New Testament is used in James 4:4 and carries the idea of 

being intimately acquainted with and spiritually involved in the object of the friendship. The Old 

Testament noun for friendship is even more rich. Proverbs 22:24 uses this noun, depicting the 

concept of getting involved with, being mixed up with, and joining oneself to the other object. 

Friendship is a spiritual reality. James speaks of friendship with the world as spiritual adultery. 

What does he mean by this? To be a friend of the world is not only to adopt the lusts and affections 

of the world, but also to get involved with and render oneself a companion of the people of that 

world. Just as a believer is one who is “not of the world” (see John 17:14), so also the unbeliever 

is “of the world.” Therefore, James concludes that there is no friendship between the two. The two 

can never become one. Even to attempt to make friendship with the unbeliever is to set oneself up 

as the enemy of God.2 

 An unbeliever is one who is without faith or trust in Jesus Christ. In the world, there are 

only two kinds of people: believers and unbelievers. The unbeliever does not “hold for truth all 

that God has revealed…in his word”3 but rather suppresses the knowledge of God and holds the 

truth in unrighteousness. One who does not hold for truth all that God has revealed in his word is 

an unbeliever. We are bound not only to regard belligerent atheists and all members of cults and 

false religions as unbelievers, but also many who even go by the name “Christian” today in the 

modern church world. Arminians, Dispensationalists, Pentecostals, Roman Catholics, free-will 

Baptists, and the like are, as an organic whole, unbelievers. In unbelief, these groups oppose Christ 

and commend free will, thereby rendering themselves unbelieving with respect to the truth of the 

gospel of sovereign grace. Can we get ourselves involved with and join ourselves together in love 

and affection with those whom God does not? If Jehovah God is not the friend of the unbeliever, 

then how can his people be? 

 As a spiritual reality, friendship is exclusive. The apostle says, “Be ye not unequally yoked 

together with unbelievers” (2 Cor. 6:14). From this we derive our positive calling, to be equally 

united with believers. God has made a covenant of friendship in Jesus Christ with those who 

believe. David writes, “The secret4 of the LORD is with them that fear him; and he will shew them 

his covenant” (Ps. 25:14). The “secret” and the “covenant” are synonymously identified with one 

another, indicating that the essence of God’s covenant is friendship. Not only does God have 

friendship with himself in his own triune life, but he also “shews” or reveals it unto us so that we 

 
1 The noun is related to the Greek word philadelphia, which signifies brotherly love.  
2 Common grace and all that it promotes goes against the grain of the teaching of scripture in the matter of 

friendship with the world. Common grace must needs cut James 4:4 out of the Bible in order to maintain its 

“Christianizing the world” agenda by making common cause with the unbelieving world.  
3 Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 21. 
4 This noun speaks of confidential conversation and intimate fellowship. Some translations render “secret” as 

“friendship” (see ESV). 



taste and see that he is good. Not with the unbeliever, who has no fear of God before his eyes, but 

with the believer in a true church of Christ is our friendship. “To the saints that are in the earth, 

and to the excellent, in whom is all my delight,” the sweet psalmist sings (Ps. 16:3). This calling 

is very practical for us young people. Soberly, we should reflect on our own lives and ask, “Are 

we seeking out friendship with those who do not show themselves to be friends of God, whether 

in doctrine or practice?” This reflection also applies to the kinds of music, media, and 

entertainment that the unbelieving world promotes (see John 2:15–17). Positively, we young 

brothers and sisters in the church must be encouraged in the truth that we are God’s friends, and if 

God’s friends then enemies of the world. 

 Although we cannot have friendship with unbelievers, we surely can and must call our 

unbelieving neighbors to repentance and faith in Jesus Christ. We do this not by becoming their 

friends, for then we would become God’s enemies, but rather “by our godly conversation others 

may be gained to Christ.”5 As God’s friends, we live out of the principle of election by grace, and 

we are no better than the unbelieving world which perishes. In gratitude we give praise to God that 

he has made us his friends “while we were yet sinners” (Rom. 5:8) and now calls us to oppose all 

that is wicked and ungodly until he shall come again to judge all the secrets of men according to 

the blessed gospel. 
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5 Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 86. 


