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Racia l  Reco n ci l i a t ion  an d  t h e Ch r ist ian  Go sp e l  

Ti m ot h y  Go m b i s 

 

I n the t hinking of m any Chr ist ians, the not ion of racial reconciliat ion does not  have a direct  
relat ionship to t he gospel of Jesus Christ . We m ay agree that  Chr ist ians of different  
ethnicit ies ought  to get  along,  but  m any would also be hesitant  to recognize a dem and in 
the gospel along t his line. Aft er  all,  the t hink ing goes,  the gospel is the m essage t hat  all 
people need to Òget  saved.Ó Each individual hum an is alienated from  God because each of 
us is a sinner, and we need to ask Jesus into our heart s so t hat  weÕll go to heaven when we 
die.  And,  while we m ight  agree that  it  would be nice if  there were all sort s of races in 
heaven,  and we probably  should do our  best  to get  along here on eart h, if we donÕt ,  we can 
be thankful that  this is no t hreat  to the gospel. 

I  w ill argue in this art icle t hat  t his is not  a proper understanding of the gospel m essage,  and 
that  right ly  grasping the gospel entails a com m itm ent  to reconciliat ion of all typesÑ
including,  perhaps m ost  specifically, ethnic, or  racial,  reconciliat ion.  Let  m e f irst  offer a 
defin it ion of what  I  m ean by Òracial reconciliat ionÓ:  Seeking to foster  fruit fu l com m unit y life 
across racial and social boundary linesÑ lines of division t hat  seem  to be Ònorm alÓ in som e 
sense but  have been perver t ed by Satan and hum an sinfulness,  so that  com m unit ies do not  
regard each other  with respect  and dignit y,  seek ing m utually fruit ful relat ionships, but  with 
suspicion and fear,  which lead to exploitat ion and m anipulat ion of all t ypes. 

I  w ill argue,  from  Scripture, that  racial reconciliat ion is not  sim ply  som ething nice that  
Chr ist ians should be doing,  a sor t  of add-on to t he gospelÑ nice,  but  not  necessary. I t  is at  
the very heart  of the gospel. Reconciliat ion is the gospel, and racial,  or ethnic, 
reconciliat ionÑ in a div ided Am erica,  and in a div ided worldÑ provides a per fect  arena to 
m anifest  and to live out  the reconciling grace of God. Because of th is, to persist  in passive 
avoidance of racial/ ethnic reconciliat ion is to m isunderstand the gospel of Jesus Chr ist . 

I  w ill first  sket ch out  t he broad lines of the BibleÕs story  line and show how racial 
reconciliat ionÑ along with reconciliat ion across social boundary linesÑ is at  t he very center of 
what  God is doing in the worldÑ and what  he has always been seeking t o accom plish. The 
story clim axes,  of course,  in t he Gospels and the m inist ry of Jesus, and here we w ill get  a 
grip on what  is the gospel m essage.1 We will see that  t he gospel is not  the proclam at ion 
that  God is sav ing indiv iduals and giving them  a heavenly dest iny,  whereas he was never 
doing th is prev iously;  it  is, rather , the announcem ent  of the arr ival of t he long-await ed 
kingdom  of GodÑ the announcem ent  t hat  God has com e in Jesus t o begin his work of 
reclaim ing and redeem ing the world,  which begins with a redeem ed peopleÑ a holy people 
who w ill m anifest  in their  social pract ices the very life of God on eart h. 2 I  will then direct  our  
at t ent ion to a key passage in Paul in order  to draw out  and defend the claim  that  racism  is 
not  sim ply  an unfortunate m at t er in our  nat ional experience but  a radical m isunderstanding 
of the gospel. 

Th e Bib l i cal  St o r y  Li n e 
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That  racial reconciliat ion lies at  the very heart  of all that  God is doing in the wor ld,  that  it  is 
one of his chief concerns in redem pt ion, can be seen clear ly  from  the bib lical 
m etanarrat iveÑ the story line of the Bible.  The biblical dram a m ay be rehearsed as follows. 

God created all t hings per fect :  there was beaut iful harm ony in the world,  all th ings were 
perfect ly  int egrated and whole, and hum anityÕs relat ionship with God was characterized by 
full and com plete fellowship.  Adam  and Eve, the f irst  hum ans, enjoyed wonderful 
com m union wit h one another, dem onst rated in t heir  being naked and unasham ed.  There 
was nothing to hide from  one anotherÑ neither of them  had t o cover anything from  the 
otherÕs gaze,  since there was no sham e in being com pletely open and vulnerable to each 
other. There was no need t o cover oneÕs body part s or to hide oneÕs t houghts.  There was, 
therefore,  no sham e,  no suspicion,  and no evil p lot t ing against  each other.  Each person 
could fu lly  delight  in t he otherÑ in t he otherÕs presence,  which would have only enhanced 
oneÕs own exper ience, and in t he otherÕs gifts, t hough t he gifts of each would have been 
different  from  the otherÕs.  And hum anit yÕs relat ionship with creat ion was character ized by 
harm ony and fellowship.  They were t o work the land,  br inging for th and increasing t he 
fruit fulness of t he eart h. 

We know how the story  goes. Adam  and Eve sinned against  God,  and th is condit ion of bliss 
was radically  broken. Sin has broken every relat ionship, totally  corrupt ing and perver t ing 
everything.  Hum anit yÕs relat ionship w it h God has been broken,  sym bolized by Adam  hiding 
him self in t he garden,  som ething absolutely b izarre and unprecedented at  t his point  in 
hum an history.  ÒWhere are you,  Adam ?Ó Those awful words that  had never,  to that  point , 
been ut t ered. 

Fur therm ore,  Adam  and EveÕs relat ionship is brokenÑ they now are asham ed of their  
nakednessÑ som ething also unheard of and com pletely unnatural t o our or iginal hum an 
condit ion.  We are not  supposed t o be asham ed of our  bodies,  but  now we areÑ we cover 
ourselves because our knowledge has been corrupted. I f  we look on each othersÕ nakedness 
now,  outside the garden,  we will ÒknowÓ each other  inappropr iatelyÑ we w ill think sinful 
thoughts,  so we cannot  Òt rustÓ each other . Unfort unately,  our  present  hum an experience 
dem ands t hat  we ut ilize a sor t  of cleverness and healthy suspicion of each other,  in order to 
keep sin at  bay. 

Sin has also broken hum anityÕs relat ionship to creat ion,  so that  now the earth does not  
easily  y ield fru it  in response to our  effort s,  but  work is now toilsom e and difficult . 3 

So,  we are in t his state of brokenness and disintegrat ion.  Whereas all aspect s of creat ion 
and GodÕs relat ionship to creat ion were fully  int egrated and character ized by t rust  and 
openness and full sharing and fellowship, th ings now are ut t er ly broken,  which has 
int roduced fear  and suspicion, hat red and evil schem ing, and sin that  is carr ied out  with in 
broken relat ionships,  seen m ost  im m ediately  in CainÕs m urder of Abel. So even before weÕre 
out  of Genesis, we have m urder, incest ,  rape,  racial st r ife,  t he enslavem ent  of nat ions,  and 
on and on. 

I n response to t he hijacking of his good creat ion by sin, God set  about  to reclaim  his 
creat ion,  and to do so through one m anÑ Abraham , to whom  he m ade the prom ise t hat  Òall 
the nat ions of t he eart h w ill be blessed t hrough youÓ (Genesis 12: 3) .  From  this point  
forward, the story  of the Bible is that  of God fu lf ill ing his prom ise t o Abraham  to bless t he 
wor ld through him . 
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God m ade an init ial m ove to fulfill these prom ises to Abraham  through the nat ion I srael.  He 
wanted to reintegrate what  had been disintegratedÑ hum anit yÕs relat ionship with him self,  
with creat ion,  and wit h each other.  I srael was chosen especially  to enjoy the grace and 
goodness of God,  to display what  the restored creat ion was to look like,  t o be a new society , 
and t o be t he agent  of GodÕs redem pt ion t o the nat ions. They were called to be a kingdom  
of pr iests, spreading GodÕs grace t o the nat ions so that  they could be reconciled to God and 
display t hat  reconciliat ion by hav ing their  nat ional life ordered by love of God and love of 
neighbor.  They were chosen t o be GodÕs own people, those who were reconciled t o him  and 
who displayed what  the reintegrated hum anit y  was supposed t o look like.  The nat ion of 
I srael was supposed to be the place on ear th where God dwelled by his Spir itÑ his desire 
was to live and walk  am ong them , seen m ost  specifically  in his presence in the t em ple.  This 
was to be a pict ure of that  restored relat ionship that  God and hum anity  had once enjoyed in 
the gardenÑ full shar ing with one another, God and m an in com plete com m union. 

From  the very beginning of I sraelÕs nat ional experience,  however,  things went  very badly.  
I srael t ook the pr iv ileges she enjoyed and kept  t hem  for  herself,  t hink ing that  since God had 
chosen her especially  from  am ong t he nat ions, t his m eant  t hat  she was bet t er  than the 
nat ions. I srael had m ade the m istake of ident ifying elect ion by God w it h ethnicit y,  which led 
to racism  and nat ionalism ,  and an intense super ior it y  com plex.  I nstead of regarding her 
m ission as a light  to the nat ions, an agent  of GodÕs redeem ing work in the world,  I srael 
despised t he nat ions,  and began to th ink that  God felt  t he sam e wayÑ that  God hated the 
nat ions of t he wor ld and would com e and j udge the nat ions,  while redeem ing only  her.  So 
she shut  herself off from  the nat ions and adopted an ÒusÓ versus Òthem Ó approach. I nstead 
of exhort ing pagan nat ions to t urn to t he Lord and enj oy his salvat ion, I srael instead 
dem onized them . 

This is seen m ost  clear ly  in Jonah, where t he prophet  of God refuses to go t o those nast y 
pagans in Nineveh for  fear  that ,  if he were to preach to t hem  and see them  repent , God 
would prove him self to be the m erciful,  gracious, and com passionate God t hat  he is and 
forgive them  and withhold his j udgm ent  ( Jonah 4: 2) .  Because God does end up forgiv ing 
Nineveh, Jonah is ut t erly despondent  and pleads with God to take his life ( v . 3) . 

I ronically, even while th inking them selves super ior  to the nat ions of the world,  the internal 
life of the nat ion of I srael com pletely  m im icked t he ways of the pagansÑ she adopted an 
idolat rous lifesty le, worship ing the t rue God along with a few others,  and,  m ore to our point , 
adopt ing social pat t erns of behavior  oriented by the wor ld:  m anipulat ion;  exploitat ion;  
m aking m oney at  t he expense of others;  not  car ing for  t he poor,  the orphan,  t he w idow;  
spending m oney to m ake frivolous hom e im provem ents while people went  hungry;  and so 
forth. 

Things were radically broken,  and t he m ission of I srael to be a light  to the world was an 
ut t er failure.  I n the m idst  of t his radically broken situat ion, God m ade prom ises that  he was 
going to com e him self and f ix  t he whole t hingÑ he was com ing to reintegrate all facet s of 
what  was brokenÑ hum anit yÕs relat ionship t o God (what  we usually focus on) ,  hum anit yÕs 
relat ionship to each other  (what  we t end t o neglect ) ,  and hum anit yÕs relat ionship t o the 
earth (what  we have com pletely neglected) . 

And th is is exact ly  how Jesus ar t iculated his m ission in t he Gospels.  The gospel m essage is 
the announcem ent  of t he com ing of the k ingdom  of God.  God is now m aking his m ove to 
restore his broken creat ion,  and heÕs doing it  through Jesus.  HeÕs com ing to radically  
rem ake society  according to h is or iginal design!  The call,  t herefore, is to listen to him  and 
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repent  from  sinfu l social pract ices and to begin radically reorient ing your life according t o 
how heÕs redeem ing and restoring hum anit y. 

This is a m ore holist ic v ision of t he gospel m essage preached by Jesus t han we often hear 
today.  He did not  com e m erely calling people to give m ental assent  to h is t eachings, nor  to 
get  individuals to com m it  to him  so t hat  t hey could have a heavenly dest iny. Rather,  he 
cam e proclaim ing the arrival of t he kingdom  of GodÑ the arrival of t hat  new realit y  in which 
the brokenness of creat ion is being restored. 

And not ice how in JesusÕ m inist ry he is constant ly going t o the outsider  and t o those who 
are broken,  always challenging t he social,  ethnic, and racial assum pt ions of I sraelÑ the 
Syrophoenician wom an,  the Sam aritan,  t he centur ion,  t he tax- collector,  t he prost it ut e,  and 
his invit ing wom en into his inner circle.  JesusÕ disciples,  because they are sinfu l hum ans, are 
always want ing t o draw  lines around their  privilege wit h Jesus,  just  as the Jews wanted to 
view  them selves as having the inside t rack w ith God, excluding others,  especially those 
despicable Gent iles.  But  Jesus announces the arrival of the k ingdom  to all people,  and calls 
everyone t o receive salvat ion,  and calls h is disciples to be servant s of allÑ especially  
out siders. And th is should not  be a t hreat  to us, since before the grace of God invaded our 
lives we too were out siders!  

Why does Jesus do th is? Why is he constant ly  challenging our  social and racial assum pt ions 
and relat ionships? We have often read passages in the Gospels in ways t hat  protect  us from  
the radical obedience t o which Jesus calls us.  We say th ings like,  ÒWell,  thatÕs j ust  an 
illust rat ion of the k ind of love Jesus wants us to have in our  heart sÑ itÕs a pict ure of our  
m ot ivesÑ we should be w illing t o love all k inds of people, if  we ever com e across them .Ó But  
whereÑ or w it h whatÑ is our  discipleship to Jesus is carr ied out? Not  only  our  m ot ives, nor 
only w it h our heart s or  our  int ent ions, but  with our  bodies!  Jesus is m odeling for  us and 
calling us to actually  em body and enact  obedience to him  by em bracing out siders, by 
break ing down racial and social barriers, and by reversing pat t erns of social sin int o which 
weÕve fallenÑ to m ake m anifest  that  h is kingdom  has actually  arr ived in power,  and t hat  the 
kingdom s of this world are becom ing t he kingdom  of God and of his Son,  Jesus Christ . 

The story  cont inues, of course, w it h the death,  resurrect ion, and ascension of Jesus and t he 
sending of t he Spirit  to the church,  and it  is Jesus,  by t he Spirit ,  who com pels t he church t o 
break out  of I srael and t o go to the nat ions, form ing one new people of God from  every 
nat ion. 

From  the biblical story  line,  t hen,  we can see t he broad scope of what  God is doing in the 
wor ld. What  is God up t o? He has set  h im self to reclaim  what  has been lost ;  to redeem  what  
has been broken.  He is restor ing his world t o m ake m anifest  that  he is indeed the Creator, 
and King of k ings and Lord of lords. 

The gospel, therefore,  has individual,  corporate,  and cosm ic com ponents.  Neither one can 
be set  over against  t he other, and to reduce t he gospel to t he m essage of individuals being 
saved by God and being given a heavenly  dest iny is t o t ragically  m isunderstand t he 
purposes of God in the world as set  forth in Scr ipture.  God is redeem ing the whole of his 
creat ion,  which is m ade up of indiv iduals and com m unit ies. God has com e to restore t he 
three relat ionshipsÑ hum anity  t o God,  hum anit y  to hum anit y;  and hum anit y to t he earth. 
And from  the biblical story  line,  we can see that  the gospel involves all three of t hese 
relat ionships.  To neglect  any one of these is to have a t runcated gospel. 
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Social and racial/ ethnic reconciliat ion, is therefore, a cent ral im pulse in the bib lical story 
line,  lying at  the very heart  of GodÕs purposes in reclaim ing his broken world. 

Raci al  Reco n ci l i at io n  in  Pau l  

While t here are several places to which we could turn in order  t o dem onst rate how th is is a 
m ajor  em phasis in PaulÕs let t ers,  I  w ill direct  our  at t ent ion t o Ephesians 2 in order to fur ther  
dem onst rate how close to t he heart  of God racial reconciliat ion actually  is. 4 Part s of t his 
passage m ay be quit e fam iliar  to us,  especially t he descript ions of our  being dead in 
t ransgressions and sins and of God saving us only  by his grace. But  these verses are par t  of 
a larger  statem ent  of t he gospel,  a broader depict ion of the dram a of GodÕs t r ium ph in 
Chr ist . 

Ephesians 2 is actually  an elaborat ion of PaulÕs statem ent  in 1: 19Ð23,  where GodÕs power 
has been shown in his raising Jesus from  the dead and installing him  as Lord over the ent ire 
universe,  including the powers and author it iesÑ those evil angelic f igures,  including Satan,  
who have pervert ed GodÕs good creat ion, and who current ly work to hold creat ion and 
hum anit y  in slavery t o death through t ransgressions and sins. God has t rium phed in Chr ist ,  
defeat ing t hese ent it ies in the death and resurrect ion of Jesus,  who no longer is in t he grave 
but  now rules from  the throne of God in heaven.  

But  how is this v ictory dem onst rated? What  is Chr ist  doing t o m ake known his t rium ph over 
the powers of evil and over Satan? Paul answers th is quest ion in Ephesians 2, in two 
sect ions, verses 1Ð10 and 11Ð21, and weÕll see that ,  when Paul announces the gospel of 
GodÕs vict ory  in Chr ist ,  it  includes the reconciliat ion of socially  and racially  alienated groups 
of hum anit y. 

I n 2: 1Ð10,  the passage with which weÕre m ost  likely fam iliar , Paul states that  GodÕs t rium ph 
is dem onst rated in snat ching his people from  the gr ip of Satan,  who held us all in bondage 
to death through t ransgression and sin.  We all were, at  one t im e, t rapped by Satan him self 
in spir it ual deathÑ and headed for  eternal deathÑ before God,  driven only  by his am azing 
grace,  invaded our  wor ld, g iv ing us new life from  the dead,  raising us up t o share in the life 
of Christ . The reason God did th is, of course, was to m agnify  h is great  grace for  all et ernity,  
as we see in verses 7Ð10. 

I n verses 11Ð21,  Paul present s another aspect  of GodÕs t rium ph,  an equally im portant  facet  
of what  God has accom plished in t he death,  resurrect ion,  and ascension of Jesus Christ ,  
though th is is oft en over looked.  An essent ial com ponent  of GodÕs t r ium ph in Chr ist  involves 
the unit ing of form erly d iv ided ethnic and racial groups in Chr ist . 

Paul here describes how Satan and t he evil powers have div ided hum anity , set t ing ethnic 
groups off against  each other through anim osity  and suspicion. Paul is,  of course,  speaking 
from  a Jew ish perspect ive, not ing how Jews m anipulated the sign of their  covenantal 
relat ionship with GodÑ circum cisionÑ and t urned it  int o a racial label, calling Gent iles Òthe 
uncircum cisionÓÑ i.e. , the Òunacceptable,Ó Òthe outsiders,Ó Òsinners,Ó ÒGent ile dogs.Ó 
Because of their  sinfu l ethnic pride and their  racism ,  I srael had cut  off the nat ions from  the 
grace of God.  They were indeed called to be a dist inct  people,  but  they were set  apart  in 
order to serve t he nat ions of t he wor ld.  I nstead,  they turned t heir status as GodÕs chosen 
people into a m ark of pride and racial super iorit y, work ing against  the purposes of God for  
the wor ld. 5 
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Paul locates the source of t his racial anim osity  in t he law ( v.  15) .  But  it  wasnÕt  the law  itself 
that  was the problem ,  j ust  as dist inct ions between races and ethnicit ies likew ise are good 
things in them selves. Com m unit y  dist inct ions are a natural part  of GodÕs good creat ion, and 
hum anit y  is m eant  to celebrate the grace and glory of God in a variet y  of ways.  What  is ev il,  
however,  is that  Satan and hum an sinfulness com bine to t urn these dist inct ions between 
groups into divisions,  so that  we now turn against  each other,  labeling each other  with 
horr ibly derogatory nam es and stereot ypes t hat  are m eant  t o dam n rather  than bless one 
another. 

Paul says that  Chr ist  cam e specifically  t o deal w ith th is racially  div ided situat ion, to heal it  
with in h im self.  I n h is death,  Christ  broke down the divid ing wall between Jews and Gent iles 
so that  both groups could becom e one in Christ .  This has direct  reference to all racial 
dist inct ions and ethnic groups. Christ  t ook upon him self all the racial hat red and div ision in 
the wor ld,  and,  in his death,  he killed it  ( v.  15) . And in h is resurrect ion,  he opened up a 
totally new hum anityÑ he restored hum anity  t o its t rue state,  and t his new hum anit y 
current ly  ex ist s in t he locat ion called Òin Chr ist ,  by the Spir it .Ó We who are Òin ChristÓ live in 
the sphere of t he resurrect ion power of God,  which is com m unicated to us by t he Spirit .  We 
are Òin Christ , and he him self is our  peace,Ó according to Paul ( v.  15) . 

And what  is int erest ing here in verse 16 is that  neither  of these reconciliat ions is pr ior to t he 
other. Paul says t hat  Christ  reconciled Òboth in one body to God t hrough t he cross.Ó I t  is one 
work of reconciliat ionÑ racial and ethnic groups to each other, and th is one new hum anit y,  
m ade up of all races,  t o God.  Black and whit e, Hispanic and AsianÑ all of us are caught  up 
into the Trinitar ian life and love of God, m aking the perfect ly  harm onious com m unal life of 
God him self m anifest  here on earth. Paul says,  Òthrough Chr ist  we both have our access in 
one Spirit  to the FatherÓ ( v. 18) . 

Con cl u sio n  

So,  when Paul announces t he gospel of reconciliat ion, he does so in such a way that  
includes the reconciliat ion of hum anity  w ith God and the reconciliat ion of form er ly  d iv ided 
racial and ethnic groups.  I t  is one workÑ a holist ic work of reconciliat ion,  so that  to be par t  
of the people of God in Chr ist  is to be act ively  seeking t o unify people across social and 
racial boundary lines that  have been m anipulated by Satan and hum an sinfulness to divide 
up and dest roy hum anity.  As we foster  such m utually  fruit ful relat ionships, we part icipate 
m ost  st rategically  in GodÕs program  of repairing and restoring what  was m arred at  t he fallÑ
the im age of God,  which, as a num ber of theologians have dem onst rated, is a relat ional 
concept . 6 For  Paul, and the whole of Scripture, the people of God do not  m erely possess t he 
m essage of t he gospel;  t he people of God are t he m essage,  em bodying and m aking 
m anifest  the gospel of GodÕs reconciling all th ings under the loving lordship of Jesus Christ . 
And to be right ly  relat ing to one another  across racial, social,  and ethnic lines is the proper 
em bodim ent  of the gospel. 
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