The Bible, Race, and Racism #4

“The Sin of Racism”

selected Scriptures

Over the past few weeks we have considered the Bible, race, and racism. We have cited a lot of information, defined a lot of terminology, and provided a lot of statistics in regard to this topic. Some might liken these messages to lectures (and, yes, I know what that implies…lectures are bor-ring!) 

Yet that is not my intention. Unlike lectures, sermons are not meant to simply convey information about a matter. Sermons do more—they seek change on the part of the listener. God’s Word calls for a personal response.
 It is my prayer that through these sermons we might not only be informed, but persuaded to act on what we have heard.

This morning I want to focus our attention on the sin of racism. Most Christians would probably agree that racism is wrong and needs to be eliminated from our culture, but do we think of racism as being a sin that needs to be eliminated from our church, from our individual lives? And if so, what do we do about it?
The Inexorable Sameness of Race

I begin by looking back to the first message of this series to underscore the inexorable sameness of race. The apostle Paul made a very simple statement in Acts 17:26 that has profound implications on this matter: “From one man [God] 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.

Earlier in the book of Acts, Simon Peter also came to this realization in Acts 10:34-35, “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right.” Peter acknowledges a truth that he himself did not fully appreciate until the Lord intervened. Peter undoubtedly accepted the scriptural doctrine that God shows no partiality, as taught in Deuteronomy 10:17 and 2 Chronicles 19:7, but only in theory; only recently had he taken the doctrine seriously enough to act upon it.
 And that only happened after God had given him a vision—no less than three times! It took drastic measures to convince Peter that God’s attitude to people is not determined by any external criteria, such as their appearance, race, nationality or class.
 This is one of the central messages of the book of Acts as we see Jewish believers, under the power of the Gospel, accepting and embracing first Samaritans (Acts 6), and then Africans (Acts 8), and then Romans (Acts 10) into the body of Christ.

God is no respecter of persons as far as nationality and race are concerned. When it comes to sin and salvation, “there is no difference.” All people have the same Creator, all people have the same sin problem, and all people need the same Savior.

What Peter learned in Acts 10 Paul wrote in Galatians 3:26-29,

You are all [children] of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.
Christianity recognizes the equality of all people, regardless of ethnic, economic, or gender status. I am not suggesting that we are identical but that we are equal in value and worth. There is an inexorable sameness of race. And this unity of the human race is one of the most important matters in Christian theology.

The Inexcusable Sin of Racism

This leads to the inexcusable sin of racism. Biblically, sin is anything that falls short of God’s will and glory that violates his law and his character. Racism is a violation of God’s glory and therefore is a sin. Racism is sin.

Racism is not a new problem, however. Racism has its roots early in human history. And while it is true that the Israelites have been targets of racism both in the Bible (see Exodus 1 and Esther 3) and throughout history, many Israelites themselves have been guilty of this sin.

From the Old Testament, consider the prophet Jonah. Many know the story of Jonah: God told the prophet to go east, but he went west. God sent a storm that literally rocked the boat, but Jonah said, “I’d rather die than go to Nineveh!” God sent a large fish to swallow Jonah and spare his life, and we see in Jonah 3 that the prophet reluctantly went to Nineveh and fulfilled his mission. His preaching worked and the people of Nineveh repented. Jonah 3:10 concludes, “When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.”
Happy ending, right? Not so much. Let me read Jonah chapter four:

But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. He prayed to the Lord, “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. Now, O Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 

But the Lord replied, “Have you any right to be angry?” 

Jonah went out and sat down at a place east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city. Then the Lord God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine. But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Jonah’s head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, “It would be better for me to die than to live.” 

But God said to Jonah, “Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?” 

“I do,” he said. “I am angry enough to die.” 

But the Lord said, “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?”
Jonah is irritated and angered by all this repenting. He is annoyed and frustrated at God’s merciful nature. It was God’s mercy that motivated him to flee in the first place, and he has now decided that since God is so gracious, life is not worth living any longer.

So God determines to teach Jonah a lesson. Just as he had designated a large fish to swallow Jonah, so now he designates a plant to grow up at the place where Jonah is watching over the city. Jonah is thrilled with the plant and the shade that it provides him. But then God designates first a worm to kill the plant and then a sultry wind to oppress the prophet. Jonah is so miserable and frustrated with the sun beating down on him that once more he wishes he were dead. He feels the same anger and discomfort at the death of the plant that he felt at God’s not destroying the city of Nineveh!

Jonah is a ludicrous, pitiful, and despicable character. His narrow prejudice and bigotry have made him that way. His story shows the ridiculous lengths to which racism leads a person. Jonah cares for plants more than people. Even God’s mercy angers him.

The story of Jonah concludes abruptly. Kind of an odd ending, isn’t it? But as we consider the final verse, we may find it to be more convicting than odd. God challenges Jonah with the focus of his concern. Essentially he says, “You’ve been concerned about—had compassion for—a gourd. A plant. A plant that brought you comfort. I, on the other hand, am concerned about a city full of people. People I created. Men and women who are like children in their understanding of me.” To say that this reflected poorly on Jonah would be the understatement of understatements.

Jonah’s sin was that his religion was really all about him. While he eventually surrendered to the will of God, he never surrendered to the purposes of God in the world. Although he was a descendant of Abraham, the man through whom the world would be blessed, Jonah could not see his way clear to extend grace beyond the bloodline of Israel. In spite of his esteemed role as prophet in Israel, the nation created to be a “light to the nations” (Isa. 42:6 nasb), he resisted the notion of extending God’s grace to those outside the borders of his country. For whatever reason, Jonah could never embrace God’s global message of grace.

But Jonah is not alone. When we open the pages of the New Testament, we discover that the sin of Jonah was the majority view in Israel. The early church was divided over this same issue. Truth be told, this has been an issue for Christians and for the church in every generation. So before we are too hard on Jonah, let’s take a little inventory. Who are the Ninevites in your life? Who are the people to whom you have a hard time extending grace? Whose calamity do you secretly celebrate? Who do you secretly wish would get what you think they have coming to them? Let’s start with some large groups. White people? Black people? Muslims?

I’d like to say that with the coming of Jesus Christ and the sending of the Holy Spirit that racism ceased to be a problem among God’s people. But I would be lying. In Acts 6 we see tension in the Jerusalem church between ethnic groups where racial prejudice and religious bigotry emerge.
 As mentioned previously, God had to repeat the vision against racial prejudice to Peter three times before it finally sunk in. Once Peter realized the truth and baptized the Roman centurion Cornelius and his family into Christ, the leaders of the Jerusalem church called Peter on the carpet demanding an explanation! It was not until the Jerusalem Counsel in Acts 15 that the matter was settled.

Or was it?

Paul recounts in Galatians 2:11-15 an incident between himself and Peter:

When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was clearly in the wrong. Before certain men came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But when they arrived, he began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who belonged to the circumcision group. The other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray. When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in front of them all, “You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew. How is it, then, that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish customs?”
Paul does not simply say that racism is a sin, although it is indeed a failure to love one’s neighbor as one’s self. Rather, Paul is laying bare the spiritual roots of racism—it is a rejection of the gospel of salvation and a return to justification by our own pedigree. 

Furthermore, Paul’s actual treatment of the sin is brilliant. He did not simply say, “Repent of the sin of racism, you bigot!” but rather, “Repent of the sin of forgetting your gracious welcome by God through the costly sacrifice of Christ.” Paul did not focus just on the behavioral sin, but also on root of the self-righteousness beneath it. This approach is far more persuasive and effective than simply ranting at someone for being a racist.

Peter’s racial pride was also grounded in fear, as seen in verse 12. When our sin is rooted in fear, we need to be loved and strengthened in order to get the courage to do right in spite of our fear. If Paul only said, “Your racism is a violation of the rules of God,” that fearfulness would not have been addressed. But when Paul said, “Your racism is a violation of the grace and mercy of God to you,” he was also addressing Peter’s fear. He appealed, “You’ve forgotten Christ’s love for you.”

Again, I’d like to say that the inexcusable sin of racism has been eliminated from our churches and culture, but that is not the case. The sins of the world are found in our churches, including sin of racism. Prejudice assumes somebody is the way “all those kinds of people are” instead of caring enough about the truth to find out what this particular person is like, what this particular person is really saying.
 As God’s people, we Christians have been preoccupied with our own peace and prosperity and cared little about whether our neighbor knows the warmth of our heavenly Father’s heart. We have turned our back on biblical teaching in favor of positive suggestions on how our life can be better if we just included God.

The Inescapable Step of Repentance

Which brings us to the inescapable step of repentance. If racism is the sin, repentance is the cure. But what does it mean to repent of racism? 

In one sense the answer is simple. Repenting is first and primarily to God. All sins are ultimately against Him, His will, and against His good creation. Consider Psalm 19:12-13, “Who can discern his errors? Forgive my hidden faults. Keep your servant also from willful sins; may they not rule over me. Then will I be blameless, innocent of great transgression.” We are called not only to repent of “willful” deliberate sins, but be willing to repent for the ways prejudice shows of which we are barely conscious.

I was confronted with this myself in the past couple of weeks. For last Sunday’s service I used a slide show that I had created going along with Phil Keaggy’s song, “Little Ones.” Truth is, I had created that slide show a few years earlier for a Sanctity of Life Sunday previously. Yet as I reviewed the slide show, I realized that every photo of a cute little baby was a white baby. There was not one representative of “red”, “yellow”, or “black” in the entire presentation. Mind you, I did not intentionally discriminate. I did not Google “white baby pictures” to find them; I had searched for “baby pictures.” As the realization hit me, I was convicted. Then I intentionally searched for babies of all ethnic backgrounds and included them in the presentation. 

I like the balanced approach Tony Evans takes on this subject in his book, Kingdom Race Theology, and I would like to share his thoughts:

It is time we begin acknowledging the sin that causes the divide, both nationally and globally and ecclesiastically. This includes acknowledging the privilege (white privilege) that has benefited certain people over others in our own culture of America. We need to acknowledge the collective pain and trauma that resonates in the DNA of generational stigma through inequitable structures. We must confess and repent of the sin of racism. Black people must also confess and repent of the sin of unforgiveness and resentment and the failure to seek the improvement of the level of classism toward other black people who have not had our opportunities to advance.

[To black Christians he writes,] Do not become guilty of the sin of racism or black privilege based on class that we condemn in others. We must pursue God’s goal of reconciliation. Perpetual unaddressed anger about racism will drive us to sin and prohibit us from finding a godly solution to the problem.

[To white Christians he writes,] Reject white guilt if you have not committed racial sins. White people should not apologize or seek to prove their innocence of racism, nor should they function with racial guilt for the legitimate blessings God has allowed them to experience, provided that these gifts are humbly, righteously, and responsibly used to bless and not disadvantage others. Conversely, if you find you are guilty of any form of the sin of racism, you should repent, seek forgiveness, and correct the wrong.

[He concludes,] While racism is an evil sin severely condemned by God, it is neither the first sin, the only sin, nor the defining classification of sin. Idolatry, which is always rooted in pride, is the superintending sin in Scripture. Racism is certainly one major humanistic evil expression of the sin of idolatry since it is an attack on the value of the image of God in which all mankind of every ethnicity is created. When the idolatrous sin of racism is properly and comprehensively addressed by the church and is accompanied by the practice of biblical unity, then we can offer the culture more than pious rhetoric but also visible solutions.

In our final message in this series next week, I want to focus on these “visible solutions” that all of us can do, individually and together as Christians, to combat the sin of racism in our culture, in our communities, and in our churches. This will never happen, however, until we acknowledge that racism is a sin and we repent from it.
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