The Bible, Race, and Racism #1

“The Myth of Race”

Acts 17:26

Many locations around the globe welcomed in the New Year with fireworks. Those not close enough to one of these major cities could watch on television as the night sky was lit up with brilliant colors and (occasionally) loud booms. 

This morning I may be setting off a whole different kind of fireworks as I begin a new series of sermons for the month of January. Throughout this month I want to focus our attention on “The Bible, Race, and Racism.”

This is certainly not an obscure topic. Next to sex and gender, the subject of race is the most discussed topic in our culture today. Storms of rhetoric and conflict swirl around it every day in politics, the arts, business, the media, and especially social media.
 We live in a culture where we are constantly submerged in discussions about race and racism. We have conversations and host forums, sponsor debates and foster dialogues, write articles and give speeches about how to solve racial tension in our culture.

Except, that is, in the church. 

Tony Evans observes,

The racial problem is an unresolved dilemma of America. Racial problems have gone on since America’s inception because their root has not been addressed by the people who are most qualified to address it: the church.

Why is the church the most qualified to address this subject? Because the church possesses the truth on this (and every other) matter.

Why has the church not addressed this subject? Because we do not want to appear political; we do not want to offend anyone; and we are made to feel by our culture that we have nothing to say about the subject. Truth is, race is not a political issue; rather it is fundamentally a theological issue.
 Racism isn’t an American problem; it’s a human problem.
 It is not the sin of any one group of people, and the solution to the problem will not come from liberals or conservatives, Democrats or Republicans. 

Why must the church address this subject? Simply put, if the church does not, who will? If we do not speak the truth in this area, what is left for people to believe? Most discussions in our culture about race and racism begin from an unbiblical starting point.
 Often these viewpoints originate in atheistic, evolutionary philosophies.
In this study we will examine commonly heard phrases such as “Critical Race Theory”, “systemic racism”, “white privilege”, and “social construct,” which many Christians don’t even have a clue as to their meaning. We must understand the vocabulary if we hope to engage in meaningful conversations. Yet as Christians we must be vigilant not to absorb radicalized views of the culture. To accomplish this, our perspectives on race relations must start and end with God’s Word. Don’t let the culture control the conversation on race. The Scriptures must do that. Evaluate everything you hear from politicians, news commentators, and social activists regarding race relations in light of God’s Word. Reject cultural values like self-segregation, hostility, resentment, bitterness, victimhood, and entitlement. Instead, go back to the Bible. Give God’s Word precedence over the current cultural word.

It is natural for us to speak from our own personal experience, but since as Christians we believe that the Bible has the right to interpret our experience and to critique every culture, we must look to it as our final authority.
 Evans writes,

Truth, at its core, is God’s view of a matter. It is a powerful entity able to transform lives both in history and for eternity. While truth includes information and facts, it also includes original intent, making it the absolute, objective standard by which reality is measured. The presence of truth brings clarity and understanding. Its absence leads to confusion and the presence of cognitive dissonance—holding contradictory ideas simultaneously.

Yet the church remains largely silent on this issue. And because of that, we have lost a great deal of credibility in the eyes of the world, especially our youth. Christianity is seen as out of touch with the reality of our world. 

That needs to stop. In a world infested with racial and ethnic strife, there is ample opportunity for God’s people to win back credibility. But it will take a gospel with guts to face new waves of people skeptical of the historically one-sided Christianity.

I begin this morning with the subject, “The Myth of Race.” I believe that we are grasping for solutions to a problem we’ve grossly misdefined. And I believe that the Bible reshapes the conversation about race altogether.

To start with, the concept of “race” is not biblical. There is no mention of different races, as such, in the Bible, nor even of the very concept of a “race.” Evidently, there is no biblical or theological meaning to the term, and we must conclude, therefore, that races are purely arbitrary entities invented by man for his own convenience in biological and anthropological studies.
 (The popular phrase describing this is “social construct,” defined by Webster as, “an idea that has been created and accepted by the people in a society,”
 as opposed to objective truth, which is universally true.)
Race can be defined as “a socially constructed concept used to differentiate people based on physical characteristics such as skin and hair color, facial features, and other traits.”
 The idea of race identified by skin color is a relatively recent (late fifteenth century) social construct, often with malicious purpose in justifying race-based slavery.

The problem goes beyond seeing differences in people based on physical traits such as skin or hair color. In the process of discussing our diversity in terms of different “races,” we are really undercutting our unity in the human race. And this is not merely an issue of semantics. In our conversations, we’re creating categories for defining each other that are not only woefully unhelpful; they’re eventually impossible. They carry with them a whole host of stereotypes and assumptions that are based squarely upon biological attributes. Simply because skin tone or hair texture is a certain way, we instinctively assume certain characteristics about others, either positively or negatively (most often negatively).
 And so, while modern scientists have rejected the idea that race as a concept corresponds with biological realities, race as an ideology still persists.
 This is where, as we will see later in the series, the issue of racism begins.

Interestingly this is where Christianity and modern culture agree. Critical Race Theory proponents believe “the idea of race (particularly conceiving different races of human beings on the basis of skin color or other physical features) is a social construct created by the white majority to subjugate and maintain power over nonwhites. Further, it is argued, social inequality continues to result from this false construct, advantaging whites and disadvantaging nonwhites.”
 In theory, at least, conservative Christians and progressive liberals agree on this point: the idea of different races among human beings is a myth.

While Scripture recognizes diversity among human groups based on geography, language, ancestry, and spiritual state, it stresses the unity of all people as made in God’s image and as descendants of Adam and Eve. The concept of race is a social construct that has often been used to discriminate among persons based on (only the most obvious) physical characteristics—an approach antithetical to biblical teaching.

Even when it refers to divisions among humankind, Scripture does not employ the concept of race to do so, but rather refers to ethnicity. The term ethnicity, drawn from the word the Greek New Testament uses for nations (ethnos), classifies humanity based not on physical traits but on shared cultures, religions, land, laws, and languages.
 While we commonly recognize approximately 200 nations in the world today, anthropological scholars have identified thousands (as many as eleven to sixteen thousand) of distinct ethno-linguistic groups in the world. These groups, often called people groups, possess a common self-identity with common history, customs, patterns, and practices based upon those two primary characteristics: ethnicity and language.

Our Common Derivation

What does the Bible say about human beings and their relationship with each other? Scripture first teaches our common derivation or origin. The apostle Paul made a very simple statement in Acts 17:26 that has profound implications on this matter: “From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth.”

The Bible traces all human beings back to one couple—Adam and Eve—teaching that there is only one race, namely the human race.
 There is no difference between the various peoples on the earth even though there are differences in hair color and texture, skin tones, or eye shapes. But none of these is the basis for declaring one group of people to be superior or inferior to another.

Genesis 1:26-27 declares, “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth and over all the creatures that move along the ground.’ So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.”

This strongly affirm the unity of all humanity. All people are descendants of our original parents, Adam and Eve. Furthermore, God created humankind in his image, which implies equality among all people. As image bearers, we are to live harmoniously with each other and reflect the character of a God who “shows no partiality” (Acts 10:34). The first human, Adam, is racially unidentifiable. The Hebrew term adam simply means “humankind” and makes no reference to race. Adam and Eve do not belong to an identifiable ethnic or national group, but rather represent the origin of all people.

In the beginning, God created a man. Within the seed of that man rested all of the components, DNA, and characteristic trademarks of all people today. In the beginning, we were one. Sharing a common origin in Adam, any form of division or oppression predicated on race is illegitimate, because we all emanate from the same source.

Even scholars who have no belief in God or the biblical account of creation admit to this. Ashley Montagu, the physical anthropologist, writes, “All varieties of man belong to the same species and have the same remote ancestry. This is a conclusion to which all the relevant evidence of comparative anatomy, palaeontology, serology and genetics points.” Apart from the four blood groups and the Rh factor (which are present in all ethnic groups), “the blood of all human beings is in every respect the same.”

Our origin as God’s image bearers overrides our ethnic origins. From it derives the inherent dignity of every ethnic group. People of color—“red and yellow, black and white”—all are precious in His sight.
 And this unity of the human race is one of the most important matters in Christian theology.
 There is only one race—the human race.
Our Cultural Distinctions

So where do these so-called racial differences come from? Once again the Bible provides answers to our cultural distinctions. We begin with the fact that the most distinctive (and the most divisive) characteristic possessed by various groups among people is not skin color or some physical trait, but language. Communication is of the utmost importance for understanding and harmony, and language is certainly the most basic element in communication.
 

Genesis 11:1-2 record, “Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. As men moved eastward, they found a plain in [Babylonia] and settled there.” Sounds good, right? Not so fast.

Verse 4 makes what Francis Schaeffer calls, “the first public declaration of humanism,”
 “Then they said, ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth.’” That may not sound so bad in itself, but they were going against God’s command. After the flood, God called humans to spread out and fill the earth, building communities and societies. Instead, humans decided to stay together, to build a great tower reaching to the heavens in order “to make a name for ourselves” through technological achievements. The tower of Babel was meant to be a monument to a society based on man’s glory rather than God’s. The result is that “God confused their language so they could not understand each other” (Genesis 11:7). Their unity broke down and they scattered.
 The confusion and incoherent arguments that resulted finally led each family to go its own way and eventually establish its own national and linguistic identity.
 The basic confusion among people is expressly stated to be language—not the color of skin, not race, not nation. Language is the key to our cultural distinctiveness.

The dispersion at Babel broke up one large, interbreeding group into small, inbreeding groups.  This ensured that the resultant groups would have different mixes of genes for various physical features.  By itself, this dispersion would ensure, in a short time, that there would be certain fixed differences in some of these groups, commonly called ‘races.’  In addition, the selection pressure of the environment would modify the existing combinations of genes so that the physical characteristics of each group would tend to suit their environment.

This is all a result of sin—of not obeying God’s commands. This reflects the real, self-inflicted results of sin on human community. Every culture that is not based on God will make an idol out of something else, and that idol will necessarily divide. The result of sin is that humanity becomes divided into racial and cultural segregated groups that cannot understand one another, blind and deaf to the full humanity of people of other communities.
 Race is not the issue; racism is. And as we will see, racism is sin.

Our Communal Destiny

We conclude this morning on a positive note, however, and that is to see our communal destiny. If your Bible is still opened to Genesis 11, turn a page to chapter 12:

The Lord had said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” (Genesis 12:1-4)

Here God establishes a covenant with one man—Abraham—and promises that his family will become a great nation—Israel. Some people (including the Israelites) felt that God was playing favorites, exalting one nation (some would call them a “race”) above all others. Yet at the outset God explains that His purpose is to bless all the nations and families of the earth through this one man and his nation.
 Of course, we know that was fulfilled in the sending of God’s Son, Jesus Christ, as Savior.

The culmination of God’s plan in human history is seen in the book of Revelation. We read in Revelation 7:9, “After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb.” This shows that God’s kingdom includes people from all ethnicities and cultures. Spiritual oneness can only be accomplished when we expand our view of God’s creation to see each other more intimately and clearly than our often limited exposure and understanding allows us to.

It is my intention that this message lays a foundation for what is to come. We see in our common derivation that there is only one race—the human race—and that all people, regardless of physiological differences, are created in the image of God and are souls for whom Christ died. That makes us all equally important; no one is better or worse than anyone else.

We see that our cultural distinctions stem not from differences in skin color, hair texture, or facial features, but rather from languages that were scattered as a result of sin way back at the Tower of Babel. And the racial tensions and problems we experience today are not because of our physical differences, but because of our sinful hearts.

Finally we see that our communal destiny is that all nations, tribes, peoples, and languages will be represented around the throne of God for all eternity. Jesus, the Creator of all people groups on earth, died on the cross for the salvation of all humankind. As 1 John 2:2 puts it, “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.”
I pray that as a result of this study and the messages to come that we will see our fellow human beings as God sees them—souls created in the image of God for whom Christ died. Instead of focusing on external traits that make us different, let us focus on the internal traits that make us one. The world promotes the myth of race in order to keep us divided and hostile and suspicious toward one another. The Bible provides the truth that there is really only one race: the human race.
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