Sanctity of Life #2

“Which Lives Matter?”

Acts 17:26

We live in confusing times.

This week we celebrate the birthday of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. We are told that “Black Lives Matter.” Last week was Law Enforcement Appreciation Day, and we are told that “Blue Lives Matter.” On our southern border there are hundreds, even thousands of immigrants trying to get into our country, and we are told that “Brown Lives Matter.” No one dares states that “White Lives Matter,” for fear of being called racist. 

All of this begs the question: Which lives matter? In our series on the sanctity of life, I want to seriously and scripturally consider the topic of racial prejudice.

I’ve been thinking a lot about Dr. King this past week…not as a civil rights leader but as a pastor and as a Christian. What many people don’t know about him is that he was very knowledgeable about the Bible and an excellent preacher. Perhaps his best-known speech was given on August 28, 1963, in Washington, DC, known for the phrase, “I have a dream.” In that speech he said, 

I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal….” I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.

In another speech on another occasion, Dr. King spoke again about his dream:

I look forward confidently to the day when all who work for a living will be one with no thought to their separateness as Negroes, Jews, Italians or any other distinctions. This will be the day when we bring into full realization the American dream—a dream yet unfulfilled. A dream of equality of opportunity, of privilege and property widely distributed; a dream of a land where men will not take necessities from the many to give luxuries to the few; a dream of a land where men will not argue that the color of a man’s skin determines the content of his character; a dream of a nation where all our gifts and resources are held not for ourselves alone, but as instruments of service for the rest of humanity; the dream of a country where every man will respect the dignity and worth of the human personality.

I believe it is right for Christians to dream this dream, for God has given us in Revelation 7:9 a vision of the redeemed as “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne….” That dream, we know, will come true. Meanwhile, inspired by it, we should seek to come as close as we can to it on earth, namely a society characterized by racial justice (no discrimination) and racial harmony (no conflict).

While some strides have been made toward this dream, the ugly blemish of racism still exists today. The Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics defines racism as,

Racism embraces the beliefs that hereditary biology determines the differences between groups, that cultural differences are predetermined and immutable, and that the distinguishing social and cultural features of the subordinate group are inferior. These false beliefs foster prejudice and discrimination.

We often think of racism in terms of whites toward blacks in America or South Africa, or of Germans toward Jews in World War II. Believe it or not, some of the worst racists in Bible times were Jews! Think about Jonah, who literally would rather die than to see a foreign people saved by God. Back in the first century, a Pharisee would pray each morning, “I thank Thee, God, that I am a Jew, not a Gentile; a man, not a woman; and a freeman, and not a slave.”
 

Racism is not an inherited trait. Children are not born with bigotry. Prejudice and discrimination are learned attitudes.
 Someone once said, “Prejudices are chains forged by ignorance to keep men apart.”
 I would wholeheartedly agree. But God does not want us to live in ignorance on this subject. Throughout Scripture we see that “God does not show favoritism” on any grounds. We must agree that racism is a moral and social abomination.

In fact, 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 studying biology and anthropology.

Christianity makes an absolute approach to racial problems possible. The universalistic note of Christ’s teachings is revealed repeatedly in the Gospels, nowhere more emphatically than in His last recorded words in Matthew 28:19, “Go and make disciples of all nations…”
 Only in Christ can we truly see which lives matter.

A Common Source

The first truth we see is that all people come from a common source. Paul states in Acts 17:26, “From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth.” The King James Version says, “hath made of one blood all nations of men,” but in fact, in the original Greek, he simply said, “From one he made every nation of men…” The text does not say one “blood,” “forefather,” purpose,” “spirit,” or any of the qualifying limitations found in some contemporary translations. Nothing must be allowed to blur the unity of the race. It is more inclusive, comprehensive and forceful to say, “He made of one.” Whatever is its origin or purpose, its animal kinship or spiritual quality — from any perspective, humanity is “one!” In its essence, it is impossible to divide humanity.
 All the races of men are created in the image of God and are part of one family.
 The testimony of the Bible is that all men who have ever lived in the world are descendants of Adam and are of essentially the same race.

In fact, pure races do not exist as such. While many physical differences can be seen among various groups of peoples, one cannot make clear and precise distinctions on the basis of race. The Jews form an ethnic rather than a racial group. In northern Europe many Jews have blonde hair and light eyes, and non-European Jews also have many variations. The same can be said for whites, blacks, Hispanics, Orientals, and Native Americans. A combination of social, biological, environmental, political, and cultural factors makes any group distinctive. These factors are all essentially variable.

Here is the truth: There is no such thing as a white race, a black race, a brown race, a yellow race, or a red race! There is only one race on earth: the human race. Even secular scientists who reject the story of creation admit that, “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.” As for human blood, 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.”

Scripture distinguishes people by tribal or national groupings, not by skin color or physical appearance. Clearly, though, there are groups of people who have certain features (e.g., skin color) in common, which distinguish them from other groups. We prefer to call these ‘people groups’ rather than ‘races,’ to avoid the evolutionary connotations associated with the word ‘race.’

All peoples can interbreed and produce fertile offspring. This shows that the biological differences between the ‘races’ are not very great. In fact, the DNA differences are trivial. The DNA of any two people in the world would typically differ by just 0.2 percent. Of this, only 6 percent can be linked to racial categories; the rest is ‘within race’ variation.

A Common Significance

Furthermore, all people share a common significance. We read in Genesis 1:26-27,

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.

Racism, called “the most destructive form of prejudice,” dehumanizes those who are different.
 The inherent evil of racism is that it denies people’s God-like dignity as human beings.
 When the Bible says that God created mankind “in His image and likeness,” does that only apply to our racial or ethnic group, or to all? 

Genesis 1:27 denies racial superiority, since all are created in God’s image, and the second creation account in Genesis 2:4–24 emphasizes the equality of all people, a conclusion that flies in the face of racial separation and homogeneous congregations.
 All men and women are endowed with a special distinction; they are made in the image of their Creator.

This does not mean that nations or cultures do not exist. Since God has made every nation and determines their times and places (according to Acts 17:26), it is clearly right for each of us to be conscious of our nationality and grateful for it. But since God has also brought us into his new society, He is calling us into a new internationalism. Every Christian knows this tension, and nobody more keenly than Paul who was at the same time a patriotic Jew and the apostle to the Gentiles. Christian “internationalism” does not mean that our being members of Christ obliterates our nationality, any more than it does our masculinity or femininity. It means rather that, while our national, social, and sexual distinctions remain, they no longer divide us.

The bottom line is that all men and women are equal in that all have been created in the image and likeness of God. That fact alone gives them dignity, no more or less than any other person on earth.

A Common Savior 

Finally, all people need a common Savior. John 3:16 declares, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” It does not say, “For God so loved Israel…” or “For God so loved the United States of America…” No, it says, “For God so loved the world.” Everybody!

We read in 1 John 2:2, “[Jesus] is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.” Again, no distinction made here. He did not die for the sins of the elect, or the sins of the Jews, or of any other group. God’s redemptive purpose includes bringing people together who have previously been divided. His redemptive plan stems from the fact that every ethnic group and culture come from one blood line, one set of parents, and one God.

All men are sinful and in need of redemption. In the third chapter of Romans, Paul discusses the spiritual state of the Jews as compared with the Gentiles and reaches that dramatic and well-known verdict in verses 22-24, “There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” The Christian view has been that all men share the common disease of Adam’s race, which is sin, and that all may be redeemed and transformed by the mysterious working of that second Adam, Jesus Christ.

Paul makes this point again in Romans 5:12 and 15, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned…how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many!” Christ died to redeem everyone, and the gospel is to be “preached in His name to all nations” (Luke 24:46–47). Christ draws all people to Himself without regard for race or nationality (John 12:32). The distinguishing mark of true disciples is love for every believer, regardless of race or color (John 13:34–35). No ethnic group is inferior to any other (Acts 10:28). All nations have a common origin and constitute a single human family (Acts 17:26). There is no partiality with God (Acts 10:34–35; Rom. 2:11), and we must follow his example (James 2:1). Diversity in the church, the body of Christ, is part and parcel of its unity (1 Cor. 12:12–20). Our unity in Christ transcends all distinctions, whether ethnic, social, or sexual (Gal. 3:28). The blood of Christ abolishes any barrier that would tend to pit one group against another (Eph. 2:13–17; Col. 3:9–11). When the redeemed people of God stand before the throne and the Lamb, they will constitute “a great multitude which no one [can] number, of all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues” (Rev. 7:9).

Although Christians have surely not lived up to our ideal, there is to be no racism in the kingdom of God.
 Only by returning to a true theology, the biblical revelation of God, can we be delivered from racial pride and prejudice.
 We must come to understand that racism is a moral and social abomination. Although prejudice is hard to eradicate, a strong stand should be taken to wipe out discrimination and to aid its victims.

Chad Walsh wrote a book entitled Early Christians of the 21st Century (published in 1950), in which he writes, “From beginning to end, the teachings and implications of the New Testament point to only one categorical conclusion: knock down all barriers.”

I believe he is correct. But in order to do so, we must first examine our own hearts. Some of you may remember Congressman John Anderson of Illinois, who ran as a third-party candidate for President in 1980. He wrote very pointedly,

Christians have a special responsibility to lead in this effort. It is tragic but true that many of us are as guilty of the sin of racism as the most hardened unbelievers. Do we believe that all men are creatures of one blood? Do we accept the divine injunction of our Lord, that the second great commandment is “love thy neighbor as thyself”? Or do we in the next breath pray, “But Lord, let not my neighbor be black”? We sing that, “Jesus loves the little children, red and yellow, black and white.” But do we somehow feel differently about the children once they have grown up?

How do we root out racism? First, we do so by confessing to God the sin of racism. Only the Holy Spirit can create in us a clean heart that loves all people, regardless of their ethnicity. Second, we can step out in obedience by taking tangible steps to build relationships with people from other races.
 Perhaps the best way to do that was mentioned by Academy Award-winning actor Morgan Freeman in a December 2005 interview with Mike Wallace of CBS’ 60 Minutes. Wallace asked, “How are we going to get rid of racism?” Freeman responded, “Stop talking about it. I’m going to stop calling you a white man, and I’m going to ask you to stop calling me a black man.”
 If we would put away our labels, we would see each other not as black, white, brown, red, or yellow. We would see each other as human beings, made in the image of God, for whom Christ died, and whom we are commanded to love as much as we love ourselves.

Which lives matter? Do black lives matter? Absolutely—they matter every bit as much as white lives, brown lives, or any other conceivable color of skin. The Bible teaches that all lives matter equally before God, in whose image and likeness they are created and for whom Christ died.

I have been called racist for claiming that all lives matter, which is the height of ignorance and stupidity. The very definition of racism is the claim that any race is either superior or inferior to another, and stating that all lives matter equally is the exact opposite of racism.

Be that as it may, I don’t really care what people think of me. What I proclaim to you is the Word of God, and it stands on its own. The Bible affirms the sanctity of all life regardless of color or nationality, and so should we.
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