Fighting for Freedom #10

“Suppose God Is Black”

Galatians 3:26-29
During a trip to South Africa in 1966, Senator Robert F. Kennedy saw firsthand the legalized racism called apartheid.  Apartheid, the Afrikaans word for “apartness,” rigidly separated the races of South Africa–three million whites, twelve million blacks, and two million Indian and “colored” (mixed-blood) people. It permitted the white minority—17.6% of the total population—to dominate and exploit the nonwhite majority completely.
  Kennedy recorded his experiences in that segregated society:

At the University of Natal in Durban, I was told the church to which most of the white population belongs teaches apartheid as a moral necessity. A questioner declared that few churches allow black Africans to pray with the white because the Bible says that is the way it should be, because God created Negroes to serve.

“But suppose God is black,” I replied. “What if we go to Heaven and we, all our lives, have treated the Negro as an inferior, and God is there, and we look up and He is not white? What then is our response?”

Although Robert Kennedy was not an evangelical Christian as we know it, the sentiments he shared in South Africa could not have been more biblical.  The Bible is very clear that God does not play favorites, and His followers should not, either.  It is called by many names—racism, prejudice, bigotry, intolerance—but the Bible simply calls it sin.  

Paul writes in Galatians 3:28-29, “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.” 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.”
  In this text, though, these three bases of prejudice and discrimination are dismissed for the Christian.  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.

No Difference Because of Skin


Paul states first in Galatians three that there is no difference because of skin, or race.  The terms “Jew” and “Greek” refer to ethnic and racial differences of the first century Roman empire.  If the apostle were writing this passage today, he would probably say, “There is neither black nor white…” God does not treat people on the basis of their race or ethnic background.


The apostle Peter also learned this lesson, but it took some convincing for him to understand it.  We read in Acts 10:9-15, 


About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray.  He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles of the earth and birds of the air. Then a voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.” 


“Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.” 


The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.”

While the text itself may not be clear in its meaning, the context demonstrates the point.  Peter grew up in a Jewish background, in which many animals were forbidden to be used for food.  These animals were called, “unclean.”  God had also warned the Jewish people against associations with other cultures because of their “unclean” or immoral lifestyles.  Unfortunately, many Jews took this too far, and instead of regarding the sins of other people as “unclean,” they tagged the people themselves as “unclean.”


God had always intended to offer salvation to the whole world—not just the Jewish people.  But many of the early Christians (like Peter) were hesitant to accept non-Jewish people into the Church.  In light of this, God used this vision to show Peter (and us) that His love and compassion is not reserved for any one people or race.


Peter learned this lesson, as we read in Acts 10:34, “Then Peter began to speak: ‘I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism.’”  Some people even today fail to learn this vital truth.  Some hold certain races or ethnic groups with low regard; others promote one above the rest.  Even in theology this creeps in; many feel that God treated (and still treats) the Jewish people preferentially.  But Paul refutes this in Romans 4:16-17, 

Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it maybe by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham’s offspring—not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all.  As it is written: “I have made you a father of many nations.” He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were.


God is not as interested in a person’s heritage as He is in their heart.  Everyone—regardless of race or ethnic background—who commits their lives to Christ are “children of Abraham” and part of the people of God.


Who are we to decide otherwise?

No Difference Because of Status

The second area of prejudice Paul addresses is seen in the phrase, “slave nor free.” Through these words we learn that there is no difference before God because of status, whether social, economic, or otherwise.


For the people of Paul’s day who would have first read these words, this would come as quite a surprise.  The Roman culture, as so many before and after it, was built on social status levels which were held tightly.


But the idea of equality of people regardless of status is not unique to this text.  When God established His people in Deuteronomy 1:17, we read, “Do not show partiality in judging; hear both small and great alike. Do not be afraid of any man, for judgment belongs to God. Bring me any case too hard for you, and I will hear it.”


Our country today would benefit from heeding this instruction.  The judicial system certainly favors the wealthy and important over the poor and seemingly insignificant.


But the Bible addresses more than just a nation’s judicial system.  Paul writes in Ephesians 6:9, “And masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, since you know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favoritism with him.”

“But we don’t have slaves and masters anymore!” someone might object.  Replace “master” with “employer” and “slave” with “employee,” and this text certainly addresses our society.

But one does not have to be wealthy or powerful to need this command.  James speaks to Christian churches in James 2:1-9, 

My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don’t show favoritism. Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in. If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, “Here’s a good seat for you,” but say to the poor man, “You stand there” or “Sit on the floor by my feet,” have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts? Listen, my dear brothers: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? But you have insulted the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court?  Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of him to whom you belong? If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing right.  But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers.


James has a way of “telling it like it is.”  He begins saying simply, “Don’t show favoritism.”  Then he outlines a situation which happened far too often in the churches of his day (and happens today in various ways), then says, “if you show favoritism, you sin.”


It doesn’t get any simpler or clearer than that!

No Difference Because of Sex

Paul continues in Galatians 3:28, “…neither male nor female…”  In other words, with God there is no difference because of sex.


Much has been said in our society over the past one hundred years or so concerning the equality of women to men.  It may be tempting to think that such an idea is new, but this actually dates back to the very beginning of human history.  Genesis 1:26-27 records the event,

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.


God created men and women equally.  This does not mean identically, for there are definite physical and psychological differences between them.  Peter recognizes this in 1 Peter 3:7,

Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.


When Peter uses the phrase, “weaker partner,” he is not putting women down.  The meaning of this phrase deals with physical strength, not value or worth.  In fact, Peter speaks of women as “heirs” with men of all God promises.  This was an uncommon thought for first century Rome!


Look throughout the pages of history and you will see example after example of sexism, repression, and even abuse of women being accepted as the norm.  But if you look through the pages of Scripture—both Old and New Testaments—you will find example after example of women being used by God in mighty ways, of women speaking the word of God to others, and women enjoying the benefits of God equally with men.  Women such as Rahab, Ruth, Deborah, Mary, and Lydia are but a few examples of godly women who were used by God.


Times have changed since 1966.  Apartheid has been abolished in South Africa, and a black president ruled in office not long ago.  Many steps have been taken throughout the world to turn back the tide of racism and mistreatment among people groups.  Yet I wonder if Robert Kennedy were alive today if he would not be speaking a similar message to our nation and our world.


In the aftermath of the recent presidential election, analysts have concluded that the United States of America is anything but united.  The divisions between “blue” and “red” states, between racial and ethnic groups, between social and economic classes, and between men and women are as stark as ever.  Even churches are sharply divided over a variety of issues.


I wonder if Peter or James or Paul were to come and evaluate the level of prejudice practiced by those who identify themselves with Christ, what would they have to say to us? Kenneth Wuest concludes,

The individual differences between Jew and Greek, between slave and free, between male and female, are merged in that higher unity into which all believers are raised by the fact that they all have a common life in Christ Jesus. One heart now beats in all. The pulsating life of the Lord Jesus is the motive power. One mind guides all, the mind of Christ. One life is lived by all, the life of the Lord Jesus produced by the Holy Spirit in the various circumstances and relations of each individual believer’s experience.

Or, as John Stott puts it, 

When we say that Christ has abolished these distinctions, we mean not that they do not exist, but that they do not matter. They are still there, but they no longer create any barriers to fellowship. We recognize each other as equals, brothers and sisters in Christ.

In our Pledge of Allegiance, we speak of “One Nation Under God.”  We cannot, by ourselves, bridge the gaps in thus country that now exist between black and white, rich and poor, young and old.  But each of us can break the chains of ignorance called prejudice in our own minds and hearts.  We can reach out to those who appear to be different from us, but are really viewed equally by our Heavenly Father.

History records how one man did this, and how it affected those around him:
Shortly after the close of the Civil War, a Negro entered a fashionable church in Richmond, Virginia, one Sunday morning at the beginning of a communion service. When the time came, he walked down the aisle and knelt at the altar. A rustle of shock and anger swept through the congregation. A distinguished layman immediately stood up, stepped forward to the altar and knelt beside his colored brother. Captured by his spirit, the congregation followed. 

The layman who set the example: Robert E. Lee. 
 

Do you think it was easy for General Lee to do that, given the time and place he lived?  Even though the war had ended, the deeply rooted sentiments of hatred and intolerance still existed.  Yet he rose above the politics, prejudice, and pride of those around him and took his place beside a brother who looked different than he.  His example was followed by his fellow church members.

Perhaps such courage is what it will take today to heal the divisions within our country, our community, and even our church.
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