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Feb Term 2017: The Whole Gospel for the Whole World 
Class One: God’s Vision for Cultural Reconciliation 

 
Introduction 

A. Working Group 5: Adapt Third’s people and programs to better reach out with the gospel to Third’s increasingly diverse 
local community, particularly internationals and the non-churched, so that Third reflects the diverse community around us 
and can witness to the power of the gospel even more clearly. 
1. Facts and Figures, Nationally and Locally 

B. Despite these realities, the church has remained relatively static 
1. If we define a racially mixed congregation as one in which no one racial group is more than 80% of the congregation, 

only 5.5% of 300,000 Christians congregations in the US are racially mixed. 
C. All this creates questions for Christian community. 

1. Is cultural and ethnic pluralism a threat or opportunity for the church? 
2. Does considering these cultural factors sidetrack faith communities from more important issues? 
3. Given the racial realities and histories of the US, are some racial and ethnic communities served best by having their own 

congregations? 
4. Is this important? Is this integral to the gospel? Should this be a priority for us as Christians? 

D. We must only consider it integral to the church’s call if it is integral to the Biblical message itself. 
 
I. Old Testament foundation to Cultural Reconciliation 

A. Gen 1:27-28. The theology of the Image of God (Imago Dei).I 
1. Every person created in God’s image. It is enormously important that unlike many other sacred histories, the Bible 

begins with a statement about God’s sovereign rule over the whole world. “The Bible begins with the universe, not 
just with the earth. It begins with the earth, not with Palestine, and it begins with Adam, not Abraham” John Stott  

2.  God’s image is reflected in differentiation and diversity. Gender and culture. Filling and spreading. God implanted 
the building blocks of cultural divewrsity and differentiation in his command to spread and fill the earth.  

B. Genesis 10, the Table of Nations 
1. In each summarizing verse, there is a statement than the groupings are based on family/tribe/clan (mispahah), language 

(lason), land/territory (ereis) and nation (goy).  (vs. 5, 20, 31) 
2. This is significant because the basis for the classifications of peoples is a combination of anthropological, linguistic, 

political and geographic elements. The biggest emphasis is on political/national affiliations.  
3. “Race,” as we use the term, which categorizes people based on genetic differences, is not a biblical term at all; Bible says 

nothing about it. Ethnos is the biblical term that describes distinctions based on language, culture, social boundaries and 
location. 

4. Factually speaking, there is one “race” and innumerable cultures and ethnicities. 
a. Race is predominantly a social construct: categories invented by human beings that at least initially linked physical 

differences with mental, developmental and creative capacities.  
b. It wasn’t until the 18th C that anthropological theorists began to speak scientifically about race based on hair texture, 

head shape, genetics, etc.  
5. What Genesis 10 shows is that The Bible sees all the many diverse groupings of humanity, which include ethnic 

differences, as flowing out of God’s plan for a single unified yet diverse humanity under his reign. 
C. Genesis 11:1-9. The Tower of Babel 

1. The humans in Gen 11 fear “scattering,” so they want to unify themselves in order to make a name for themselves and 
defy God’s rule. 

2. Remember that “filling the earth” (Gen 1:28) and “spreading abroad (10:32) was part of God’s mandate- God wanted 
humanity to be unified, but it was a unity under his reign that encouraged scattering and cultural diversification.  

3. God wills that his image-bearers would be everywhere, in all parts of creation, embodying many different cultural 
expressions in order to image him fully in every part of the earth.  

4. Instead, these folks in Gen 11 were committed to a self-serving unity out of a fear of scattering, which was a resistance to 
God’s purpose for creation. Rather than remaining in relationship with God and filling the earth with his vision for 
diversity, they rebelled against God, rejected his rule, and sought to consolidate culture into a mono-cultural society. 

5. In doing so they resisted God’s purposes. So God “came down”, and he “confused their language” and “dispersed them” 
over the face of the earth. There are two elements to God’s action: 
a. God is judging the people and turning them over to the consequences of their sin, which results in confusion, 

division, and warring factions among the nations. By the end of Gen 11 humanity is separated from God and 
separated from each other (again). 

b. At the same time, through his judgment God is enforcing his intended purpose for creation (Gen 1:28 and 10:32), to 
spread humanity all over the earth and create the diversity that would have emerged if humanity had obeyed him. 

D. The Beginning of Redemption: Genesis 12:1-3 
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1. God’s purposes: to bless the nations. God’s purpose in choosing Abraham is for the explicit purpose of bringing blessing 
to the nations. God’s purpose is to bring everlasting blessing to the human race, and his strategy for doing so is through 
this single family. 

E. How this works out: Israel’s chosen-ness often became a source of division from the nations, a source of ethnic pride and 
self-righteousness. A forsaking of their calling. 

F. This God is the Lord of the nations, and he has created humanity to be one united humanity under his reign and Word. This 
vision is ruptured by the Fall, but God begins to work to restore his vision of a restored humanity through acts of his covenant 
and through the choosing of Israel to be a light to the nations. 

 
New Testament foundation to the unity of the ETHNOS under Christ 
II The Life and Ministry of Jesus 

A. Jesus. The Messiah, the seed of Abraham, the promised King has come! 
1. The gospel writers: communicating not just that Jesus holds the power of salvation and forgiveness, but that in him 

God’s intentions for a fractured humanity are being restored. He fulfills where Israel failed. 
2. Birth Narratives. Luke, Matthew. 
3. “Jesus himself was an Asian-born baby of mixed race background who in the first year of his life became an African 

refugee!” Ray Bakke 
B. His earthly ministry 
C. His final prayer 
D. His death and resurrection 
E. His concluding commission 

 
III. The Book of Acts: the Vision Fulfilled and Continued 

A. Pentecost as God’s fulfilled vision for the ETHNOS 
1. Acts 2:9-11. A carefully constructed list of nations, a re-mix of Gen 10. 
2. Babel was the scattering and dividing of the nations, Pentecost is God REVERSING the curse of Babel and united all the 

nations again around his presence. 
3. At Pentecost, God is fulfilling his promise to send his presence among the peoples and to unite humanity around his 

Word. A new creation!! 
B. Pentecost is the NEW AGE. 

1. God’s project of restoration has come to its climax. The reversal of the curse of Babel, All people from every nation 
hearing the gospel 

C. The New Age breaks out in the Book of Acts. 
1. The example of the church of Antioch. Acts 11-13. 
2. The first truly multi-cultural congregation.  
3. Acts 13:1 lists the leaders of the church. 5 leaders who represented 3 different continents and 4 distinct ethnic groups! 

D. 11:26. It was at Antioch that the disciples were first called Christians. 
1. Here was a communal and cultural phenomena that could not be categorized in any one culture! Without categorization 

E. Acts: the story of the gospel pushing out into new cultures, new people, to create a new humanity. God’s vision being 
fulfilled. 
 

IV. Paul: Theologian of Reconciliation 
A. The most oppressive destroyer of Christianity becomes the most outspoken advocate of ethnic inclusion in the church. 
B. “The mystery of the gospel” Ephesians 2:13-18, 3:2-6. 

1. “This mystery is that through the gospel the ETHNOS are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and 
sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus.” Eph 2:6 

2. A restored humanity under Christ now revealed in and through the church. 
 
V. The Culmination of the Vision.  

A. Rev 5:6-10, Rev 21:22-2 
 
 
Application 

A. Missiologist Andrew Walls calls this moment in American history an “Ephesian moment.” He means that it is actually 
possible at this moment in history, because of all the diverse people that are living right now in the US, to be brought together 
even within the same congregation. 

B. “Racial diversity is crucial for missional credibility. It has never been more crucial than it is today.” Tim Keller 
C. John Piper: Cultural Diversity is a mark of the missionary church. It illustrates the truth that God created people of all races 

and ethnicities in his own image (Genesis 1:27) // It displays the truth that Jesus is not a tribal deity but is the Lord of all 
races, nations, and ethnicities. (Acts 10:36) // It demonstrates the destiny of the church to be “from every tribe, language, 
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people and nation” (Revelation 5:9). // It exhibits the aim and power of the cross of Christ to “reconcile us both to God in one 
body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility” (Ephesians 2:16). // It expresses the work of the Spirit to unite us in 
Christ. “For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of 
one Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:13). 

A. What is required for us as believers to commit to building these kind of diverse relationships under Christ and take advantage 
of this unprecedented moment? 
 

First, Repentance 
A.  Personal Repentance 

1. The Example of Peter- Acts 10. 
2. The gospel of grace broke the power of cultural prejudice in Peter’s life- he realized how much stock he was still putting 

in his cultural identity, how it was causing separation and prejudice in his life and heart, and that grace was remaking this 
aspect of his life 

3. He was changed! Again! He was a Christian, but he needed to be freshly changed by the gospel. 
4. Repentance of perpetuation of racism, both as actor and victim 

B. The Bible calls us to repent not only of intentional personal sin, but also historic, ancestral, communal, institutional and even 
unintentional sin. 
1. The institutions and infrastructure of cities and societies can reflect the curse of sin and evil. Example: Richmond-

Petersburg Turnpike Commission.  
2. Scriptural examples of repentance of historic, ancestral, communal sin: Daniel 9:8, Psalm 106:7, Numbers 16, Joshua 9, 

Nehemiah 1:6-7. 
3. See my blog post, “A richer, fuller theology of sin”- http://www.thirdrva.org/blog/a-deeper-richer-theology-of-sin 
4. See “We… are our Fathers have Sinned.” A statement from First Pres Augusta (PCA). 

http://firstpresaugusta.org/resource/we-and-our-fathers-have-sinned-daniel-98/ 
5. We repent not only of the ways we have actively resisted or maligned God’s image in others, but also the ways we have 

passively accepted the benefits of historical, ancestral and communal sin.  
 
Second, Relationships. 

A. Frank Wu: “It is well established that contact among people of different racial backgrounds on equal terms, as with students 
in a classroom, is the single best means of eliminating prejudice.” 
1. This is the pattern we see in the early church: the gospel opened doors for relationships, and relationships opened the 

door for the gospel. 
B. The purpose of these relationships- not just friendship building. God actually intends the fullness of his grace to be known in 

and through such relationships of difference. 
1. Eph. 2: 22 “In him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.” 
2. So now, as those people come together to become fellow building blocks, fellow family members, God’s glory is more 

fully revealed! 
C. To put it another way: The more diverse the Christian community is, the powerfully we reveal the glory of God and the 

gospel. 
1. The individual differences of the bricks, and the fact of our reconciliation in Christ, serve to display the glory of God. 

D. Jesus is the eternal multi-dimensional Savior. 
1. There is no way I will ever know fully him by myself. Only when I know lots of other Christians who know a part of 

him in the way that I don’t, will I know him more fully 
E. Have you humbled yourself enough to realize that your particular way of knowing and experiencing God is not the only right 

one, and that there are people in this very room that you have not given the time to really know, and that only together can we 
more fully experience God and display the gospel to the city? 

 
Third, Renewal 

A. Discipleship involves a “renewing of the mind” (Romans 12:1-2). This means examining the ways your thinking and 
behaving have been influenced by idolatrous sinful patterns of the world, and allowing the gospel to re-frame the way you 
think and live.  
1. This involves cultural self-awareness and awareness of others. 

B. White people often assume we do not have a culture, and may not recognize the way our ethnic and cultural identity forms 
the way we interact with the world. 
1. The use of the term “ethnic” 
2. The problem with “color-blindness” 
3. The problem with “melting pot,” “salad bowl” imagery. 
4. Stott: “True integration, unlike assimilation, is a two-way street. It involves cultural sharing, a genuine respect and 

interest in difference, not cultural submergence by one party to please another. Instead of the melting pot metaphor, I 
prefer the Mulligan stew- everything goes into the pot and is stirred, but the pieces don’t melt.” John Stott 
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C. So what does this mean? The need for personal awareness for the purpose of true reconciliation and unity. 
1. Yes, in becoming a Christian your new identity as a citizen of the Kingdom of God is greater than all other social or 

racial identifications, but you are not called to suppress those other identifiers. 
D. But simultaneously, even as we honor and value our differences, we value our shared identity in Christ even more than we 

value our particular cultural identities. 
1. When you are still primarily operating from your social/cultural identity, you always feel threatened. 
2. Our racial, ethnic, and gender identities are in subservience to our new identity in Christ- Gal 3:28 (there is neither Jew 

nor Greek…) We are accepted in the beloved (Eph 1:6) 
3. Only that deep assurance of God’s “gracism” his welcome in the gospel and my identity as his child, gives me the poise 

to be culturally aware and receptive, without being culturally threatened and defensive.  
 
Four, Resolve 

A. One of the most striking things about Paul- his courage. 
1. The gospel of grace gave him courage to confront racism. Paul says in Gal 2:12 that peter was afraid to confront the 

circumcision group. 
2. We fear our identity, we fear our safety, we fear the loss of power. 
3. Paul has such a deep experience of God’s love in Christ that he cares what no one thinks- 

B. Where do we need courage? 
1. For some, developing a friendship 
2. For others, moving to a neighborhood where people are not like you 
3. For others, engaging with a friend in a conversation about race. 
4. For others, asking hard questions in your churches 

 
The sins of fragmentation, segregation and racism are deep, historic and extensive in Richmond.  
Where the sky is the darkest, the stars can most brightly shine. 
 
Further notes: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Suggested Reading: 
 
Bloodlines: Race, Cross and the Christian, by John Piper, forward by Tim Keller 
Divided by Faith, by Michael Emerson and Christian Smith 
United by Faith, by DeYoung, Emerson, Yancey and Kim 
The Next Evangelicalism: Freeing the Church from Western Cultural Captivity, by Soong-Chan Rah 
Being White: Finding our Place in a multiethnic world, by Paul Harris and Doug Schaupp 
Building a Healthy Multi-Ethnic Church, by Mark DeyMaz 
Disunity in Christ: Discovering the Hidden Forces that Keep Us Apart, by Christena Cleaveland 


