The Bible, Race, and Racism #5

“Rising Above Racism”

Ephesians 2:11-22

Talk about the issues of race and racism abounds in our culture. We hear about it in the news and on talk shows. We see demonstrations in our streets and even in athletic contests. For the past month you have heard about it here in church. While there may be more to be said on the subject, I want to conclude this series this morning not by looking back but by looking forward. Our focus is not in repairing something old but creating something new.
 And so challenge all of us to do what it takes to rise above racism.

A Change of Relationship

Turn in your Bibles to Ephesians chapter two. One author writes, “Perhaps no other book stresses unity in the Church as much as Ephesians does.”
 Another notes, “One of the most amazing passages in the writings attributed to Paul, indeed in all of the New Testament, is this one from Ephesians 2,” and adds, “No passage testifies more forcefully to God’s hatred of racism than Ephesians 2.”
 Paul writes Ephesians 2:11-22,

Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by those who call themselves “the circumcision” (that done in the body by the hands of men)—remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 

For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.
Paul spends the first half of chapter two talking about the magnificent grace of God. He tells us we are saved by grace, through faith. It is in this first half of chapter two that we read about our personal calling as “His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.” But just as quickly as Paul finishes talking about grace, he moves to the subject of race. He goes from grace to race immediately after the verse on personal and corporate life purposes.

The second half of the chapter describes the effects of God’s grace on relationships between humans in the church.
 From this flow we can determine a few things, one of which is that a primary “good work” we are to walk in as saved people is the work of racial reconciliation. Experiencing the grace of God in our own lives should lead to seeking to address the injustices and inequities brought about in other people’s lives, or our own lives, through issues of race. To put it another way, if a Christian is not about the business of fixing the problems people face due to racism, it is because he or she does not fully understand the glory of God’s grace.

You see, those who reject God’s plan of justification by grace through faith seek to justify themselves. One of those ways is by looking down on those who are different, like the Pharisee in Luke 18:11 “who prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector.’” 
 As pointed out last week, for centuries the Jews had looked down on the Gentiles with an attitude that God had never intended them to display.
 They twisted their privilege into favoritism and ended by despising—even detesting—the heathen as “dogs.”
 This has been done throughout history through differences of race and culture. The result is “hostility” between those who are ethnically different.

Notice, though, the first two words of verse 13: “But now…” The “but now” in Ephesians 2:13 parallels the “but God” in Ephesians 2:4. Both speak of the gracious intervention of God on behalf of lost sinners.
 Paul argues that because of what God has done in grace, we ought to be different now about race. Because of grace, we ought to view race and racism differently. In other words, this is a whole new situation. This is a whole new reality. This is a whole new circumstance. And if you do not understand this new thing that God has done through grace, you’ll remain trapped in your own racial cage or socially segregated grid. Our problem today is that we have too many Christians trapped in their racial identity who miss the “but now” Christ came to initiate.
 Through Christ’s blood there is a change of relationship—not only between sinners and God, but between sinners who had been separated by differences in ethnicity and culture.

Paul mentions the “barrier of the dividing wall” broken down by Christ. He likely had in mind the dividing wall that separated Jews from Gentiles in the Temple.
 It was here that Paul was arrested in Jerusalem, as described in Acts 21:28-29, for supposedly bringing a Gentile past the dividing wall into the “Jews Only” section.

Just as the curtain of the temple was torn in half at Jesus’ death, so this dividing wall between people was destroyed through His blood. Jesus is “our peace,” not just with God but with each other. We are all one in Jesus Christ.

Now notice, we are not identical with each other. As Chuck Swindoll puts it, 

Jesus didn’t “Greekify” Jews or “Jewify” Greeks. Nor did He create a hybrid people called “Grews” or “Jeeks.” Rather, Paul explicitly states that God made “one new man” from the two groups, and that one new man is the church, the body of Christ. In this way, unity has been accomplished and peace has been established.

Paul is not saying that Jews are no longer Jews or Gentiles are no longer Gentiles. In fact, he goes on to talk about Jews and Gentiles throughout all of his letters. Paul did not become colorblind upon salvation. What he is saying is that this new relationship with Jesus Christ as a kingdom disciple is to be the starting point for everything else. 

Paul is emphatically reminding us here that we are Christian first. Christ is our point of reference. This new point of reference should enhance the uniquenesses of our racial identity, not eradicate them. When we recognize that our loyalty is to Christ first, and not culture, we discover a new way of relating to one another across racial, class, and ethnic barriers. Jesus wants to bring harmony, unity, and togetherness to each of us.

The temptation for Christians of all eras is to require conformity. It is human nature for individuals to be uncomfortable with people different from themselves. Hence, the tendency has been for Christians to form congregations made up of homogeneous members—people of the same race and social level, who dress alike, think alike, even look alike. Thus, it is no accident that churches in the United States have basically formed along racial lines. But the New Testament describes Christians in terms of unity, not uniformity. There is no doctrine of segregation in the New Testament. Its credo is not “separate but equal”; it is “different but united.”

That is the vision. But when we turn from the ideal portrayed in Scripture to the concrete realities experienced in the church today, it is a very different and a very tragic story. For even in the church there is often alienation, disunity and discord. Christians erect new barriers in place of the old which Christ has demolished, such as racism, nationalism or tribalism, personal animosities engendered by pride, prejudice, jealousy and the unforgiving spirit which contradicts the unity and universality of Christ’s church.

We need to forge a different path. We must rise above racism in the church!

A Challenge to Reconciliation

And so we move onto a challenge to reconciliation. What can we do about the problem, now that we know it exists and what the Bible says about it? While this is only a beginning, and not a guarantee that all racism will be eradicated, it is a start. As John Kennedy said in his inaugural address, “All this will not be finished in the first one hundred days. Nor will it be finished in the first one thousand days, nor in the life of this Administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But let us begin.”

The first step to racial reconciliation is to be intelligent. So much of racism is based on ignorance and fear; we must rise above the sheer stupidity of prejudice and stereotyping. We must move beyond our heritage and embrace the truth of God’s Word. 

If we are ever going to fix the racism problem in the church for the benefit of our nation, the Bible has to overrule our emotions, thoughts, words, actions, and histories. Our problem is that we have far too many people running to sociology books before searching the Scripture. And while there are legitimate truths present in these books, and it is good to read and research various thoughts as well as statistical analysis, they must be viewed through the grid of the gospel. They must be seen through the spectacles of Scripture and they must ultimately be made to surrender to the lordship of Jesus Christ.

Racial reconciliation does not come about by simply stating we need to all get along. That’s been our problem. This approach dismisses the reality of the sin that caused the division in the first place. Rather, we must identify the sin, apply the grace of the cross, address the sin through repentance so that the reconciling work of Jesus Christ can be ignited. Jesus has the final say-so because He is the foundation upon which all else rests. If you and I align our thoughts, emotions, and will under Christ and His rule as revealed through the Word of God, everything else will fall into place.

Second, we must be involved in making this change happen. If we truly believe the truths of the gospel, then we must act in addressing social issues like racism.
 We must go beyond being “non-racist,” meaning that we ourselves are not harboring racist thoughts and feelings, to become “anti-racist”, acknowledging that we all have a role both personally and collectively in the work of making things better.

Christ’s call in our lives is not to be comfortable in our culture. Christ compels us to counter our culture. Not to quietly sit and watch evolving cultural trends, and not to subtly shift our views amid changing cultural tides, but to courageously share and show our convictions through what we say and how we live, especially when these convictions contradict the popular positions of our day.

For too long, believers have looked to political, economic, social, and education-based agendas to address the decay now engulfing us. But spiritual success in a spiritual war depends entirely upon spiritual solutions.
 “The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world,” Paul reminds us in 2 Corinthians 10:4-5. “On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.”
I am not saying that we should not be involved in social or political forums that address this issue; I am saying that we should not think that these avenues will produce long-lasting effects. Racism cannot be legislated away; it must be removed from the heart of the racist. And that can only happen through the power of the blood of Jesus Christ.

Third, we must be inclusive as individuals and as churches. The teachings of the New Testament are clear: Christ died to redeem everyone, and the gospel is to be preached in His name to all nations. God loved all the people in the whole world so much that He gave His Son for them. Although in Jesus’ day Jews had no dealings with the Samaritans, He made a special effort to minister to the needs of a Samaritan woman. Christ draws all people to Himself without regard for ethnicity or nationality. The distinguishing mark of true disciples is love for every believer, regardless of color or culture. No ethnic group is inferior to any other. There is no partiality with God, and we must follow his example.
Minority racial groups can be brought into the mainstream of public life only if and when groups that are in the majority welcome them to do so. Discrimination against minorities takes away from them the right to own and possess. Segregation takes away from minorities the right to belong. Stereotyping takes away the right to be what they are naturally and culturally. Racist actions spring from racist attitudes, and therefore people of good will on all sides—members of majority and minority groups alike—must rid themselves of every form of racial prejudice, whether blatant or subtle. Because racism is sinful, it must be rooted out wherever God’s people harbor it or find it. It has no place in any community of believers. It is sanctioned neither by common sense nor by Scripture.
Christians of every ethnicity must learn to worship together, to study together, to pray together, to have fellowship together, to live together in peace and harmony. Since we have already been reconciled to God through Christ, we must now get on with the business of becoming reconciled to each other. The same God who has committed to us the message of reconciliation has also given to us the ministry of reconciliation—first to Himself, and then to one another. It is not enough for us to love the Lord our God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength. We must also take the second step: We must be willing—indeed, eager—to love our neighbors as we love ourselves.

This goes beyond simply tolerating those who are different.
 We must respect them as human beings—created in the image of God as souls for whom Christ died—and open our doors and our arms to welcome them as part of the family of God. Invite them in your church, in your home, in your life. Include them in your activities. Get to know them well enough that you can have meaningful conversations. Be willing to listen to their experiences, their perspectives, and their cultural distinctiveness. 

To do all of this, we must finally be intentional. It is not enough to acknowledge that racism is sin. It is not enough to personally repent of our past prejudice. It is not enough to hope that racism goes away, or expect others to do the work. Passivity will not change anything. We must become involved. We must be intentional.

If you and I want to see God and His glory made manifest in our culture today, we had better start focusing more intentionally on reconciliation, which is best achieved through ministry together—rather than language and phrases that only further divide us. 

Christ came to reconcile us to each other and to God. Every Christian who names the name of Jesus must be actively and purposefully involved in racial reconciliation, according to Scripture. Not division. Not blame. Not divisive speech. Not dismissiveness. Why? Because unity is what glorifies God and allows His presence to be visibly seen in and through His people.

Jesus Christ died to make reconciliation possible. You and I must live to make the message of reconciliation personal.
 Broken relationships are caused by sin, but the gospel makes possible the restoration of relationships—with God and with one another. Yet there is work to be done, for positionally we are restored with one another, but practically we have to deal with the breakdowns that impede our reconciliation.

It is not the responsibility for the other person to make the first move. The first word of the Great Commission is “Go.” We are called to take the initiative. When we see someone of another ethnicity—especially if it is painfully obvious that they are vastly outnumbered—we need to take the first step to greet them and make them feel welcome. When we see racism displayed, we need to step up and speak out against it. That doesn’t just mean take to the streets; that may mean standing up against it in your home, at your workplace, or among your friends. Even in your church.

In researching this message, I came up with about 25 pages of suggestions of specific things Christians of all skin colors can do to combat racism. We don’t have the time to list them all, and I don't want to appear to be telling you what you need to do. Be creative. Be informed. Be involved. And be intentional. Take the initiative.

It’s time for racism to end, especially in the church of Jesus Christ. It’s time to live by 2 Corinthians 5:16 where we are told to no longer recognize anyone according to the flesh. We are not to judge, stereotype, dismiss, or reject someone because of their race. Rather, we are to live as ambassadors for Christ. 

There will be a myriad of races and ethnicities in heaven. God has set up eternity to operate this way. In the meantime, we are to be about reflecting the culture of heaven on earth. We are to reflect “thy kingdom come and thy will be done” on earth. We will be reconciled in heaven. Love will exist in heaven rather than hate and prejudice. But our role on earth is to reveal this kingdom now. We are to give the world a kingdom alternative that overrides racism, cancels classism, and countermands evil whether it is individual or structural. And we are to demonstrate what the kingdom of God looks like when people align themselves on earth underneath His overarching rule.

Jesus crossed every barrier between people, including the greatest barrier of all—the division between God and humankind. He is our peace, and because of his life, death, resurrection, and coming return, those who believe in Jesus not only have God’s presence with us but in us through the Holy Spirit. Therefore, we have the power, through God, to leave behind the compromised Christianity that makes its peace with racism and to live out Christ’s call to a courageous faith. The time for the American church’s complicity in racism has long past. It is time to practice courageous Christianity.
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