
1 

 

Dethroning the Idol of Race 
RYAN SAVILLE 

How should evangelical Christians think about systemic racism and racial socialisation? Systemic racism is 

the theory that suggests that society along with our systems and policies are setup to benefit white people 

through disadvantaging black people. Racial socialisation is the result of living in a systemically racist 

society. We will explore these concepts in greater detail, but first an explanation on how to engage with 

these topics is necessary. For evangelicals, any convincing engagement with these concepts must originate 

from a close reading of the biblical text. As evangelical Christians, with a high view of the Bible, we 

approach any social problem by looking to God’s word. Therefore, this paper seeks to provide a 

theologically reformed reading of 1 John 2.15-16 applied to the development of race. We are considering to 

what extent systemic injustice and racial socialisation are affirmed by a reformed reading of John’s warning 

against idolatry. What this study reveals is that structural racism and its outworking of racial socialisation is 

a form of worldly idolatry. 

This analysis will show that the worldly ideologies of race have dramatically shaped South Africa. Race has 

influenced everything from policy making, the economy, access to education and health, patterns of land 

ownership and much more. Race is so embedded in our society that it has also shaped our cultures and has 

even penetrated the way that evangelicals read the Bible. Race is therefore an example of worldliness that 

the church ought to be on guard against. But John’s warning reveals that while racism is influenced by 

outside ideologies, it is ultimately appealing because of our sinful desires. Our text helps us to see that while 

idols are externally influenced, idolatry always stems from sinful desires of the heart. Therefore, to heal 

from racism will require both an appreciation of the external social forces of systemic racism and an internal 

reorientation of disordered desires.  

This analysis is fundamentally positive and hopeful about our ability to deal with racism. John’s warning is 

not without a solution. Since the love for the world displaces the love of God the opposite is also true1. It is 

the love of God that displaces the love of the world. In the final analysis dealing with racism happens at the 

foot of the cross. It happens when we perceive the problem of racism more clearly and there apply God’s 

grace to it. The significant contribution of this study is not that it purports that racism, like any other sin, can 

be overcome through the sanctifying power of the gospel. Its unique contribution is also not the socio-

historical analysis of the development of race and its impact on South Africa. Its unique contribution is the 

combination of both.  

John’s warning is precisely that idolatry is subtle and deceptive2. The challenge is one of full awareness of 

the extent of the issues. John’s encouragement is that we need to be on guard and alert3. Both an accurate 

assessment of the problem and the application of the full gospel are required. Racism is a fruit of idolatry. It 

is an external manifestation of disordered internal desires. But, like every other idolatrous pretention that 

sets itself up against God it can and will be dethroned. When the believer is overshadowed by the irresistible 

love of God, idols are bound to come toppling down. God has a glorious plan to use his church to ameliorate 

racism. But this plan springs from a church fully aware of the social and spiritual extent of the idolatry that 

has so characterized South Africa for centuries.  

 
1 1 John 2.15 

2 Note the language of ‘love’ (2.15), ‘lust’ (2.16), ‘desire’ (2.17), ‘led astray’ (3.7) as examples of John’s concern about the deceptive nature of 

worldly idolatry.  

3 Consider his conclusion as a summary of this concern ‘keep yourselves from idols’ (5.21). 
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1. Worldliness 
It is helpful to start by considering the literary context of 1 John 2.15-16. Even though the word ‘idol’ is not 

used in chapter two the context helps us to see that John is certainly talking about idolatry. To see this, we 

need to look at his conclusion. Not loving the world is central to John’s conclusion that Christians ought to 

‘keep yourselves from idols’ (1 John 5.21). He mentions idolatry for the first time in his final sentence. 

Conclusions normally summarise what has been said. Throughout his letter he has spoken about the 

motivations beneath our behaviour, our idols. His final words summarise his letter. This is a letter about 

idolatry. As C.H. Spurgeon said, ‘the love of the world is essentially idolatry’ (Spurgeon 1870). John’s 

concern is that the church should not become worldly. This is another way of saying that the church should 

not worship what the world worships. This link between worldliness and idolatry becomes even more clear 

when we consider what John means by the phrase ‘Do not love the world or anything in the world’ (1 John 

2.15). 

‘World’ is here defined in a negative sense, as something not to be loved. But in John’s gospel he describes 

a positive way of relating to the world, when stating that ‘God so loved the world that he gave his one and 

only Son’ (John 3.16). John’s concern is how Christians ought to relate to the world. In one sense we should 

love the world, like God does. But in another sense, we shouldn’t be influenced and seduced by the world. 

This is an encouragement to protect our hearts and minds from seductive worldly ideas and practices. The 

broader context reveals that ‘the world’ is a system organised in opposition to God under the ultimate 

control of spiritual forces of evil (1 John 5.19). John stresses the necessity of this awareness so that no one 

would be ‘led astray’ by the devil (1 John 3.7). And in John’s thinking, the devil, who is the ‘prince of this 

world’ (John 12.31) is characterised as a ‘thief’ (John 10.10) and ‘the father of lies’ (John 8.44). It’s 

unsurprising that the world appeals subtly to our affections; to the ‘flesh’, the ‘eyes’, and the ‘pride of life’ 

(v.16). But while the world is led by hidden forces of evil, it includes human participation. In John’s letter 

‘the world’ is false prophets (1 John 4.5) and the broader human society (1 John 3.13). 

Considering the collective material, the world is the cooperation between evil spiritual forces and humanity 

in the creation and preservation of various kinds systemic evils4. There are three aspects to John’s definition 

of the world. Firstly, the world is an organized system in opposition to God. Secondly, it is led by Satan, but 

it includes human participation. Thirdly, it has a subtle conditioning effect on people because Satan, its 

leader, is deceptive. Evangelical theologian Daniel Akin defines it as ‘an evil organised earthly system 

controlled by the power of the evil one that has aligned itself against God and his kingdom’ (2019:1). We 

ought to love all people in the world, but vigilantly oppose sinful ideologies and systems of the world. The 

Apostle Paul issues the same caution ‘see to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive 

philosophy’. Both Paul and John share a concern for the subtle allure of worldly ideas and systems. 

Christians ought to think critically about worldly philosophies lest they be taken captive. Rene Padilla, a 

Latin American evangelical, draws attention to this enticing, subtle, even subconscious allure of the world. 

He defines the world as ‘institutions and ideologies that transcend the individual and condition his or her 

thought and lifestyle’ (Padilla 2013:73). What John is getting at is how the church should relate to the world. 

His concern is focused on a nuanced relationship. God’s attitude, and ours, should be that of ‘the holy love 

of redemption’ rather than ‘the selfish love of participation’ with the world (Stott 1988:1). While Christians 

are in the world and able to be led astray by the world, into idolatry, we were chosen from the world, 

marking a distinction in our relationship with the world (John 17 .6). 

The Birth of Race 
Race is a worldly idea that has become a seductive system. It’s a myth, a social construct that was invented 
during the 17th century and perfected by the 19th century. It was invented to legitimise European colonialism 
(Hirschman 2004 392; DiAngelo 2018 17; Tisby 2019 25-39). Despite how ingrained racial categories are 

 
4 This definition for ‘the world’ would not be unique to John’s epistles. For example, the apostle Paul warns that the ‘elemental spiritual forces of the world’ seek 

to subtly enslave (Galatians 4.3). Paul is warning the church in Galatia that forgoing the grace of God in their doctrine and practice is enslavement to a man-made 

but ultimately demonically influenced religious system of legalism. The appeal that legalism holds is to self-worth, through self-justification, rooted in self-

righteousness. It’s the very opposite of the salvific gift of God which is by faith in Christ and through grace alone. 
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today, no one thought of themselves as black or white before European colonisation5. While human beings 
have minor ethnic differences, modern science has proved that these genetic differences are minuscule and 
completely undermine the concept of the purity of blood inherent to any definition of race. 

There were big social movements during the fourteenth to the eighteenth centuries that acted as precursors to 

the development of race. The first was the prejudiced treatment of Jews and Muslims during the Spanish 

Inquisition. It was during the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries that the concept of the ‘purity of blood’ was 

first introduced (Hirschman 2004 392). Other factors leading up to its development were the enslavement of 

Africans through the spread of European colonial rule and the development of Social Darwinism – the 

‘pseudo-scientific theory of European superiority that became dominant in the nineteenth century’ 

(Hirschman 2014 392). What all these precursors to race have in common, are the seductive motivations of 

greed and pride.  

The fact that race is a social construct is explained in detail by historians and the social scientist but our 

opposition to race ultimately ought to have come from the Bible. We have one common ancestry (Genesis 

3.20). This common ancestry disproves the idea of purity of blood. Everyone is mixed and our DNA proves 

this biblical reality. Most modern anthropological theories assert that humanity originated from somewhere 

in Africa. While we may be uncertain about the validity of these theories, we can be certain that humanity 

has a single origin located in the creation of our God. While the Bible affirms that there are various 

ethnicities, we belong to one humanity with minor genetic variation because ‘from one man he made all the 

nations’ (Acts 17.26). The Bible and our biology prove that we have far more in common than we have 

apart. Despite how ingrained racial categories are today, and how hard it may be to conceive of a world 

without race, blackness or whiteness are social constructs imbued with unbiblical and unscientific content6. 

From Ideology To Idolatry  
In practice worldly systems are ideologies. Race was an ideology. It was an idea that evolved from an 

abstraction and was ultimately disseminated through the structures that govern society. Race is a bad 

ideology, but not all ideology is bad. In a positive sense an ideology is a ‘set of priori plausible ideas and 

discourses describing how society should be structured’ (Pikkitty 2020:3). Ideologies are responses to a 

broad range of questions about the ideal organisation of society. Ideologies therefore have ‘social, economic, 

and political dimensions’ (Pikkitty 2020:3). One of the questions that arise is how we should understand 

inequalities. 

This is where ideologies can become negative. Our ideological explanations for inequality are not always 

consistent with the Bible. In a negative sense, ideology provides the answers that legitimise inequality. This 

is why race was invented. Racism consists of various ideologies that developed as justifications for the racial 

inequality produced by colonialism. The purpose of race points us to the content of race. The purpose was to 

explain why it was morally justifiable to steal land, mineral resources and enslave Africans and Asians. The 

content of race therefore consists of myriads of justifications for an inequitable status quo. Race was and 

continues to be an alluring explanation that justifies inequality and oppression. It has always served to 

provide the moral legitimisation needed for the accumulation of wealth and power through unjust systems. 

But ideologies come and go. People can change their minds about their explanations for racial inequality. 

Race has been used for so long to explain why black people are justifiably poor, and why white people are 

rightfully wealthy. But ideologies can evolve. Sometimes they can even be replaced altogether. This process 

starts with being intellectually won over to new ideas and new possibilities. Inequality does not have to 

 
5 It is helpful to separate race (which is a social construct) from ethnicity (which is God ordained). In John’s vision of the heaven he saw ‘a great multitude that no 

one could count, from every nation (ethnos), tribe, people and language’ (Revelation 7.9). Ethnic distinctives are maintained in heaven. Ethnicity ought to be 

celebrated. These distinctives are not results of the fall but aspects of the Imago Dei. It is also helpful to see the distinctions and overlap between race and 

culture. Race is an ideological power structure that influences cultures, yet can be seen as separate from culture. Some aspects of culture are good and will be 

retained in heaven. To be sure however, not every aspect of culture is good, some are morally neutral, and others are bad, even demonic. 

6 Form more on the content of race Albert Atkin suggest that we commonly think of race as (1) marked by bodily difference, (2) as hereditary, (3) are tied to 

geographical origins, (4) are linked to differences in physical and mental capabilities, (5) that different races have different attitudinal and cultural behaviours 

and that (6) races are more or less pure. He then proceeds to cast dispersion on all six of these popular beliefs about race (Atkin 2014:12-38). 
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characterize our future as it has defined our past. But the reason that racism continues to stubbornly plague 

our society has everything to do with it being an amalgamation between theology and ideology. When 

ideologies are mixed with theology, they become idolatrous and much more impervious to alteration. This is 

precisely what the apostle John warned the church about. 

This admixture has led evangelicals to describe ideologies as ‘modern types of that ancient phenomenon 

idolatry’ and suggest that they are ‘inescapably religious’ (Koyzis 2003:15-27). If left unchanged, they lead 

multiple generations astray. The conditioning influence of their idolatrous policies can continue for many 

generations. In Manasseh and Jeroboam, we are provided with case studies showing how God’s elect mixed 

orthodoxy with ideology. King Manasseh ‘led Judah into sin with his idols’ (2 Kings 21.11). One of the 

practices that Manasseh introduced was the demonic practice of child sacrifice7. This is an example of the 

hidden hand of Satan in the affairs of humanity. Note too that Manasseh’s idolatrous structural policies did 

not only affect his generation but reverberated throughout the centuries. In Jeremiah 15.4 the prophet, who 

ministered many generations after Manasseh, mentions Manasseh as the causal influence to God’s 

judgement on the subsequent generations. Manasseh’s idolatrous systems influenced his generation and 

subsequent generations. Derek Kidner comments on this verse saying, ‘Scripture faces us with the solidarity 

between the generations, for good or ill. If our minds cavil at this, our instincts are at home with it, in the 

pride, shame, or desire to make amends, which our predecessors acts may still evoke in us’ (2003:67-68)8. 

The biblical idea of worldliness is so much more than the popular ideas of what worldliness means. It is 

more than listening to secular music or wearing certain types clothing. Think about the sexualization of 

society as a contemporary example. Ideas about sexual ethics have been disseminated through society and it 

has a conditioning effect on society. Young people are bombarded with sexual images, easy access to 

pornography, a culture that encourages sexual fulfilment apart from marriage and the deification of 

autonomy with regard to sexual identity. Unjust ways to deal with the consequences of our new sexual ethics 

are legitimised, like abortion. Becoming a Christian does not automatically liberate an individual from their 

sexual pathologies. Unfortunately, if we are unable or unwilling to pursue freedom from these sexual 

pathologies, we pass them on. Unchanged pathologies are passed from generation to generation. In summary 

the sexualization of society is a monetised, internalised, legitimised and normalised system. It draws 

precious souls away from the love of the Father. God’s heart is that we would know freedom from these 

deceptive but destructive idols through his grace. What about race? 

Pastor and theologian Tim Keller instructs us that ‘it is impossible to understand a culture without discerning 

its idols’ which is another way of saying that ‘there is no way to challenge idols without doing cultural 

criticism’ (2009:166-167). We need to analyse the impact of race on our society to determine whether it too 

is a monetised, internalised, legitimised and normalised system that draws precious souls away from the love 

of the Father. 

3. The Racialisation of South Africa 
As noted earlier, race is a social construct. It was developed from the 17th century and perfected in the 19th 

to legitimise European colonialism. The Bible affirms that we have common ancestry and while there are 

various ethnicities, we belong to one humanity, with minuscule genetic variation. But in the twenty first 

century, to be black or white still affects your life. We live in a racialized world. Emerson and Smith define 

a racialised society as ‘a society wherein race matters profoundly for differences in life experiences, life 

opportunities, and social relationships. A racialised society can also be said to be a society that allocates 

differential economic, political, social, and even psychological rewards to groups along racial lines; lines 

that are socially constructed’ (Emerson and Smith 2000:7). This is a dense quote that is best explained by 

showing how South Africa has been racialised. 

 
7 2 Kings 21.6 and note how Psalm 106.37 in the English Standard Version describes this as a sacrifice to ‘demons’. 

8 Derek Kidner notes other examples of the solidarity between the generations in Exodus 20.5-6; 1 Kings 11.12; 2 Kings 19.34. 
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Colonialism 
The most important legacy of colonialism for our discussion is that it racialized capitalism and the division 

of labour through slavery. As global capitalism developed in parallel to colonialism, the division of labour 

through the enslavement of millions of Africans meant that capitalism itself took on racial characteristics 

(Allen and Thomas 2000:245). This not only remains unchanged, but from the 1980’s onward global 

capitalism itself underwent a change. What has been described as Neo Liberal Capitalism has meant an even 

greater commitment to market fundamentalism. This global shift in Capitalism overlapped with South 

Africa’s transition to democracy. During the 1990’s the ANC began negotiations that ultimately led to a 

dramatic ideological shift within the ANC.  

Prior to this period of negotiations, the ANC was not ideologically committed to market fundamentalism. 

The deregulation of capital markets did not serve the great need for large scale economic redistribution that 

the ANC was committed to. But this ideological shift is most dramatically exemplified by the Growth 

Employment and Redistribution Strategy of 1996 (GEAR). Ashman describes GEAR as follows, ‘GEAR 

emphasised fiscal austerity, deficit reduction and pegging taxation and expenditure as fixed proportions of 

GDP. Through GEAR, the government’s stated macroeconomic priorities became the management of 

inflation, the deregulation of financial markets, tariff reduction and trade liberalisation as well as limiting 

government expenditure. The irony is that while the rationale for these policies was to attract direct foreign 

investments, their actual effect was to increase the outflow of domestic capital’9. This type of analysis has 

led South African economist, Sampie Terreblanche, to sum up the negotiations that led to our contemporary 

economic direction as the ‘elite compromise’ (2020:67). South Africa’s economic system, from colonialism 

to the present, remains radically racialized. 

Land 
While most sociologists agree that it’s almost impossible to prove exactly who owns what land, it’s clear 

that black people remain dispossessed of land ownership (Swartz 2016:15). Land dispossession was 

formerly initiated by the 1913 Native Land Act that reserved 87% of the land for minority white ownership. 

This was not however the only legislation that took land away from black South Africans. Between 1913 

and 1991 approximately 17000 other statutory measures were issued to control land along racial lines 

(Swartz 2016:13). The result was that by the twentieth century millions of black South Africans were 

forcibly removed and relocated from their land. Because extraordinarily little land reform has taken place 

since our democracy, our land ownership patterns remain largely unchanged. 

There are four categories of land in South Africa; commercial, urban, communal and government land. The 

largest of these is commercial land. It makes up 67% of the South African landscape and approximately 

thirty seven thousand commercial farms lay claim to it. Translated into percentage it means that 67% of the 

land is owned by a mere 3% of the population. The next category of land is urban land. Only 8% of the land 

is urban land which are our cities, towns, townships and informal settlements. Approximately 62% of South 

Africans live on our urban land (Mpofu-Walsh 2017:421). Then there’s the former Bantustans or Native 

Reserves, now called communal land, which makes up 15% of the land. The remaining 10% of land is state-

owned and is comprised of government buildings, roads, railways, schools, hospitals, conservation areas and 

national parks. 

In 1994 our first democratic government set out to introduce three programmes for land reform; restitution, 

redistribution and tenure reform. In 1997 the government released a White Paper on Land Reform defining 

these three processes. ‘Land Restitution’, the paper reads, ‘involves returning land (or otherwise 

compensating victims) lost since 19 June 1913 because of racially discriminatory laws’ (South Africa 

1997:7). This process has however been very slow. To date only 869 506 of the approximately 3 million 

land claims made to the land claims court have been processed. In addition, many of the claimants haven’t 

received their land, but have received financial compensation significantly below the current value of their 

land. Haley, for example, a coloured woman in her forties who doesn’t own any property, applied for a land 

 
9 Quoted in Terreblanch (2020:65) 
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claim. Her grandfather owned two farms in the Eastern Cape. The two farms are conservatively valued at R2 

million each. Haley and her two sisters however only received a total of R8574 in compensation for her 

grandfather’s two farms (Swartz 2016:86-87). This kind of compensation for restitution is neither just nor 

equitable. 

Land Redistribution ‘makes it possible for poor and disadvantaged people to buy land with the help of a 

Settlement/Land Acquisition Grant’ (South Africa 1997:7). Land restitution is very specific. Its concerned 

with helping people get their specific land back or get compensated for their land. But what about farm 

workers who have insecure tenure on farms but no claim to restitution? Land redistribution is concerned 

with vulnerable people such as the poor, women, farm workers, labour tenants, and seeks to assist them 

through the provision of a Settlement/Land Acquisition Grant. The vision was that the grant could be used to 

provide tenure security or even ‘for the purchase of land directly from willing sellers, including the state’ 

(South Africa 1997:12). So the focus of land redistribution is different to restitution in that it is not specific 

but general, concerned with assisting land sharing between current land owners and the vulnerable and with 

ameliorating structural injustice. The government set a goal of transferring 30% of commercial land to black 

South Africans by 2014, but to date only 6-8% has been transferred (Mpofu-Walsh 2017:452). 

 

Lastly, Land Tenure Reform ‘aims to bring all people occupying land under a unitary, legally validated 

system of landholding. It will devise secure forms of land tenure, help resolve tenure disputes and provide 

alternatives for people who are displaced in the process’ (South Africa 1997:7). The former Bantustans are 

the special focus for land reform. The 1997 White Paper sought to provide people on these communal lands 

with ownership rights rather than tenure permits (South Africa 1997:16). This communal land is home to 

35% of the population (Mpofu-Walsh 2017:421). If government was to grant these South Africans 

ownership rights it would take land reform forward by leaps and bounds. While the government has 

proposed giving ownership rights to inhabitants of the former Bantustans this has not yet come to pass. 

Instead in 2014 the Department of Rural Development and Land Reform proposed transferring ownership 

rights from the state to the traditional elites, not direct ownership by the people themselves.  

The topic of land is possibly one of the thorniest and most emotive issues in contemporary South Africa. My 

grandparents and parents were forcibly removed from big properties in Mowbray, a suburb in Cape Town, to 

a so called ‘Coloured’ township. The unresolved land issue has left a gaping wound on our people. It 

remains another glaring expression of our racialization that must be acknowledged. The reasons for the lack 

of land reform are complex and too broad to discuss here, but what is clear, is that even land ownership in 

contemporary South Africa remains contingent on one’s race. 

Health Care 
Currently, in South Africa there’s a twenty-year difference in life expectancy between white and black South 

Africans (Swartz 2018). The Human Development Index (HDI) put together by the UN measures GDI, 

education and life expectancy. South Africa ranks 113th out of 189 countries (United Nations Development 

Programme 2019). We rank roughly in the middle. However, when race is included in the HDI, white South 

Africans rank 15th in world. That is on par with the UK and Sweden (Swartz 2018). Everyday, for hundreds 

of years now, black South Africans needlessly lose mothers and fathers, sons and daughters to preventable 

illnesses. 

Income 
Racial inequality is also expressed through our Gini Inequality Coefficient of 0.7 in 2011. We also have one 

of the highest Wealth Coefficients in the world, with a wealth differential of 0.95. The SALDRU study 

concludes that ‘Africans remain underrepresented in the middle class, and race is still one of the strongest 

predictors of poverty in South Africa’ (Schotte, Zizzamia and Leibbrandt 2017:3). According to the World 

Bank’s report in 2018; ‘wages show a distinct racial divide across all job categories. Black South Africans 

earn much less, on average, than white South Africans, who earned 87 percent higher wages in wave 4’ 

(2019:86). 
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Higher Learning 
Income has a direct relation to education. For wave 4 jobs, or jobs that require highly skilled labour, ‘a 

college degree results in a 148 percent increase in wages relative to no education’ (World Bank 2019:86). 

But South African universities have seven times as many white South Africans enrolled between the ages of 

18-24 compared to black South Africans in the same age group, despite people of colour being the vast 

majority (Swartz 2018). What about the church? 

Christianity 
In 1488 Bartholomew Dias arrived at the Cape. On arrival, he fought the Khoikhoi and as his first act of 

victory, he planted a wooden cross and Christian historians summarise that ‘Christianity was to feature in 

every stage of the ensuing European colonisation process’ (Villa-Vicencio and Grassow 2009:3). Slavery 

ended in the 19th century, but in the 20th Century a team of NG Kerk missionaries began to perfect the 

doctrines of Apartheid. 

One would expect post-democratic evangelicalism to do a complete turnaround. But Anthony Balcolmb 

sums up the journey of the conservative evangelical position aptly in his paper From Apartheid to the New 

Dispensation. He uses the Church of England in South Africa, as a case study that represents conservative 

evangelicals generally. He says that ‘When (Bishop Frank) Retief was asked to appear before the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission, his submission demonstrated that he is well aware of the wider Anglican 

Communion's opinion that CESA is, in his words, 'a recalcitrant, schismatic group of unreasonable right-

wing evangelicals'!? Moreover, he says, 'We have no one to blame for these views but ourselves’…’’ While 

Retief shows awareness of their sinful participation with apartheid, he doesn’t express any commitment to 

change. Balcolmb continues, ‘Retief makes it clear, however, that CESA will ‘continue to clearly teach and 

preach the Word of God and that it will not shirk its responsibilities in the socio-political sphere in the 

future’, naming specifically the ‘ethical challenges of the day in relation to crime and corruption, abortion, 

pornography, gambling and the proposed decriminalization of prostitution’(2004:5). Balcomb suggests that 

contemporary evangelical movements continue to ignore race in their definitions of justice.  

The white evangelical church has been racialized. Every evangelical movement, without exception reflected 

the spirit of colonialism and apartheid in form or epistemology and remains so to varying degrees. Churches 

that set up separated mission congregations for people of colour remain segregated. Colleges that were 

named after slave holders retain their names. White leadership that paternalistically controlled movements 

and denominations remain untransformed. Many evangelical churches have still not diversified their 

congregations. There has been progress with several white churches that have attracted people of colour and 

could now be considered diverse. But they are nevertheless not inclusive. Evangelical churches that are both 

diverse and inclusive in terms of their vision, values and styles of worship are rare. Most diverse 

denominations are held together by a fragile unity, which is a far cry from the New Testament expression of 

‘one new man’ in Christ. There is little to no evidence to suggest that evangelicals are now resolutely 

walking in the opposite spirit. 

4. Normalising the abnormal 
I once started a new job at a large factory turned church. On arrival I was very disturbed by a loud noise that 

sounded every time the wind blew directly into the air-conditioning unit. It was like a foghorn that would 

sound sporadically, even during sermons! I investigated and discovered that it was a manufacturing defect, 

but that repair would be costly. So, I had to wait get it fixed. I put it into the budget for the following year. 

But with the passage of time, I forgot about it. The sound stopped bothering me after a while. Two years 

later a guest preacher commented on the weird noise and jokingly said that it sounded like we were under 

attack from the navy. Everyone had a good laugh. But I was struck by how imperceptible the sound had 

become to me. Something that was so abnormal had become normal.  

The brief survey about the racialization of South Africa ought to be like that guest preacher who reminds us 

how abnormal our normal is. Being white or black has mattered for hundreds of years in South Africa and it 

still matters. To use Daniel Akin’s words, there is an ‘evil organised system’ that benefits whites through 
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exploiting blacks. It proves beyond any shadow of doubt that racism from its inception is systemic. 

Colonialism, capitalism, land reform, heath care, income and wealth, education and churches are organized 

systems with policies that aid racism. But like an ecosystem that has rules and that can be disrupted by 

overfishing or pollution, racism is a system that can be disrupted. It is not sovereign, almighty and 

immutable. God alone is sovereign and unchanging. And God through his church can make a difference. But 

this begins with the people of God seeing their own complicity in the system and repenting. 

The survey should also make us ask the ‘why’ question. Why has racism continued for so long in South 

Africa? Why has the abnormal become so normal? Why has it become like the faulty air conditioner at my 

workplace, almost imperceptible? The answer is that the reason for ongoing racial idolatry is linked to racial 

socialisation. Because we have not changed the system, the system has changed us. Or to use Rene Padilla’s 

language; the world, the institutions and ideologies that transcend the individual have conditioned our 

society. All South Africans, of every hue, have been socialised. We have all internalised these systemic 

narratives. But the system is often most imperceptible to those who have benefited from it the longest.  

Perceiving the Imperceptible 
Recall again John’s emphasis on the subtle and deceptive nature of idolatry. He uses numerous verbs ‘love’, 

‘lust’, ‘desire’, ‘led astray’ as he cautions us about the seduction of the world. But how does a worldly 

system become imperceptible to us? Perceiving the system of whiteness is the first and most important step 

to ameliorating it. But how does it hide in plain sight? From the cradle to the grave there is nothing 

outstanding about being white for white people. The superior position our society bestows on white people 

becomes normal. It is precisely the perceived insignificance of whiteness that masks the privileges that racial 

belonging affords. Its pervasiveness conceals the system and the social significance of race. It hides the 

verifiable reality of white culture, and the way in which it dominates all the other cultures that it comes into 

contact with. The normalcy of the system of whiteness does not only blind white people to their privileges, 

but it makes the corollary invisible too.  

Because whiteness is considered normal and superior and therefore centred, blackness is abnormal, inferior 

and therefore peripheral. When whiteness is assumed as the way things should be, it normalises racial 

inequality. The impact of white normatively on black people therefore induces inferiority, insignificance and 

subservience. The painful process of becoming conscious of our race requires that we reflect on the 

significance or insignificance of our race. It requires that people of colour reflect on how we internalised our 

conditional belonging in society and what we did about it? How much of our own identities did we change 

to survive or fit in? How deeply did we internalise the messages from society about our inferiority? It 

requires that white people consider what impact their social and economic privileges have had on their 

souls? How has physical, cultural and epistemological segregation influenced their worldviews? Because no 

one is free from racial socialisation, we all have to undergo the painful process of becoming aware of our 

racialization.  

Christian Psychologist, Dr. Christena Edmondson, describes the result of our racial socialisation as ‘implicit 

bias’ which she defines as ‘the attitudes and the stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions and 

decisions in an unconscious manner’10. South Africans receive constant explicit and implicit messages that 

socialise us. Contemporary race theorists like Robyn DiAngelo similarly speak about how our racial frames 

are shaped, ‘the frame is deep and extensive, with thousands of stored “bits”. These bits are pieces of 

cultural information – images, stories, interpretations, omissions, silences – that are passed along from one 

person and group to the next, and from one generation to the next’ (DiAngelo 2018:34). The messages come 

in various forms. An explicit message could be communicated through racist banter or denigrating 

comments which reinforce group identity and racial superiority. But far more common are the subtle 

messages communicated by the system. They come through the dominant role given to white people and 

their over-representation in all forms of leadership, excepts politics. They also come through the preference 

 
10C. Edmonson 2019 Understanding Unconscious Bias: Seeing God and God’s Image Bearers More Clearly. Formed for Justice conference. 

https://www.redeemer.com/r/formation/formation_conference. 
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for homogeneity which sends a message about the superiority of whiteness. A few examples of this would 

be people who choose to live in segregated neighbourhoods, people who only have white friends, only 

consume art from white people, only read books or commentaries by white authors, practice white flight 

when churches, neighbourhoods, or schools get too diverse, or only consume reformed theology. The 

message is that whites have the universal perspective, nothing more is needed, and no loss should be felt 

about the absence of diversity.  

While sociologists will not use terms like the ‘pride of life’ (1 John 2.16) they are certainly describing a 

form of pride; racial pride. The word translated ‘life’ is not the Greek ‘zoe’ (eternal life) but ‘bios’. The 

same word is translated as ‘material possessions’ in chapter 3.17. It is often used to describe the relationship 

between possessions and life. This word describes the impact that money, power and commodities have on 

our souls. Jesus illustrated this when he personified money, ‘no one can serve two masters. Either you will 

hate the one and love the other. You cannot serve both God and money’ (Matthew 6.24). There is no safe 

neutral zone when it comes to money or the status it provides us with. Jesus personified money, giving it a 

godlike character. It acts on us, bending our perspectives so that it becomes god. The system of whiteness 

empowers white people with economic benefits that induce ‘the pride of life’.   

Whiteness empowers people with more than just economic benefits. It is necessary to look past the economic 

benefits to perceive what the benefits are communicating. The benefits of education, health care, land 

ownership, income, wealth and freedom from a broad range of negative assumptions that people of colour 

must navigate, lands on the identity and dramatically shapes the worldview. The communication is felt 

through the pervading value system, ‘norms and actions’ which include ‘rights and benefits of doubt’ that 

work towards privilege or disadvantage (DiAngelo 2018:28). In one social test done by Yale University they 

asked preschool teachers to spot bad behaviour when looking at a video of kids interacting. The teachers 

were told that the objective was to see how fast they could spot misbehaviour. The teachers were unaware 

that their eye movement was being monitored by eye tracking technology. The preschool teachers eyes went 

immediately to the black kids and ‘findings revealed that when expecting challenging behaviours teachers 

gazed longer at black children, especially black boys’ (Gilliam et al 2016:2). Even though there was no bad 

behaviour in the video, the teachers instinctively expected the black kids to behave badly. White kids grow 

up being given the benefit of the doubt. This is a reality that black kids do not enjoy.  

White children are racially socialised from as early as three or four. This is due in part to the way their 

teachers will treat them, but it is obviously broader than that. It happens because of the lack of diversity in 

their churches, in their neighbourhoods, in their parent’s friendships, by the dolls they play with, the 

programmes they watch, the characters in their Bible stories and a myriad other ways. Families and churches 

that do not actively prioritize justice and diversity at every level are complicit with this socialisation process. 

In these and many other ways messages are sent to white and black South Africans communicating 

superiority and inferiority.  

While these messages are internalised, they can be unlearned through a process of sanctification. Racism is 

like any other sin. It can be overcome. But this can only happen if our thinking about discipleship and 

sanctification includes an appreciation of the depth of the race problem. When the invisible is made visible, 

and the imperceptible is perceived, Christians are able to apply the powerful love of God and dethrone the 

idol of race like any other idol. The trick is becoming aware of it. We must bravely see how pervasive and 

normal it is. With great self-awareness we must account for the effect of power on our souls. For the sake of 

the call of God on our lives we must decide who we will become and what legacy we will leave. 

5. The Racialisation of our Religio Cultural Tools 
Often attempts to deal with racism begin and end by presenting the facts. Copious facts, patterns of 

behaviour, personal stories and surveys are presented in the hope that it will convince us of the need for 

change. But that process is insufficient and often fails to produce change. The facts are like the raw material 

which is certainly necessary. But we need the proper tools to make something out of the raw materials. 

Unless we expand our toolkit, we will go to work on the facts and reproduce racism. In addition to the facts 
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about the racialisation of South Africa we must consider whether even the religio cultural tools at our 

disposal have been influenced by the ideologies of race. Because there’s centuries of data showing patterns 

of cultural dominance, sociologists and theologians have analysed this data. They have suggested that 

meritocracy and individualism are two of the biggest religeo cultural tools that stop people from dismantling 

racism. 

5.1 Meritocracy 
Meritocracy refers to the deeply layered conviction that we always get what we work for. When this idea 

becomes a cultural truism and is deeply believed, any suggestion of systemic injustice will be viewed with 

suspicion or disbelief. The idea of meritocracy is like a tool that we use to fix racism. Solutions are always 

shaped by the tools we have at our disposal. If I only had a hammer in my toolbox, I would generally only 

hit things. I cannot sand, or plane, or paint, with a hammer. I cannot solder or make an intricate splice joint 

with a hammer. The tools at my disposal shape what I can do with the raw materials. When we are 

confronted with racism, we take out the tool of meritocracy and we eventually end up with a solution that 

suggest that oppressed people should work harder.  

Shortly after the shooting of George Floyd and the resurgence of Black Lives Matter, Hellen Zille tweeted 

that many South Africans suffer from ‘permanent victimhood’11. The narrative that Zille promotes is that 

people ‘cannot face abandoning the comfort of victimhood, or seize the responsibility for becoming agents 

of their own destiny’12. Similarly, after Fees Must Fall I sat through a sermon by a prominent evangelical 

leader expressing the same sentiments13. These expressions of meritocracy from different people across the 

globe provide evidence that it is a shared religio cultural tool. Leading economists (Piketty 2020:1), 

sociologists, (DiAngelo 2018:100) and even conservative Christians (Keller 2009:116) have all highlighted 

that our version of meritocracy requires drastic retooling. 

It was Emerson and Smith who originally coined the phrase ‘religio cultural tools’ (2000:76). They were 

suggesting that religio cultural tools, like meritocracy, are produced by the intersection of religious, cultural 

and ideological roots. The belief that hard work always pays off is an Anglo cultural distinctive which is 

interlinked with the impact of Protestantism. The German sociologist Max Weber suggested that Protestant 

Reformers such as Martin Luther and John Calvin’s theological influence dramatically shaped the work 

ethic of Anglo cultures. For example, Weber suggested that Luther’s notion of Calling or what we might call 

today Vocation, undid the sacred secular divide and dignified everyday secular work (Weber 2005:39-41). 

After Luther, it was not only priestly work that was viewed as holy and of great heavenly significance, but 

all work. Similarly, Calvinism inspired ‘not single good works, but a life of good works’ (Weber 2005:71). 

In many other ways Weber argued that Protestantism shaped the work ethic of Europeans and Americans. 

The interplay between religion and culture is not however one-way traffic. Religion influenced culture but 

culture inturn also influenced religion. Gustaf Aulen has tracked the shifting emphasis in the Protestant 

doctrines of the atonement. He draws attention to how the accent shifted during the first thousand years of 

Christian history from a major emphasis on Christus Victor. The Christus Victor model of the atonement 

emphasised Christ’s victory over the oppressive forces of evil to liberate his people. But with the arrival of 

the Enlightenment the emphasis began to change. A greater emphasis began to be placed on guilt and 

innocence by the Penal Substitutionary atonement theory (McCullough 2018:59). The accent had moved 

from humanity as victim, to humanity as guilty. Both models of the atonement are biblically accurate, and 

necessary to best understand the human predicament and the glorious work of Christ. But Aulen argued that 

Western Protestantism did not give both models equal import. Doctrinal imbalance crept in as Christus 

Victor was relegated to the annuls of history. The emphasis that meritocracy brought didn’t only redefine 

 
11 https://www.timeslive.co.za/politics/2020-06-23-helen-zille-on-de-klerk-he-decided-to-dismantle-apartheid/ 

12 https://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/drop-victim-mentality-urges-zille-1227875 

13https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9g1GzId_HKc This is not the actual talk that Michael presented at the church that I was at in Cape Town, 

South Africa, but it was a similar concept. It was presented to a mixed socio economic audience at a time when the church was wrestling with 

questions of systemic racism. 
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popular expressions of the atonement. An overemphasis on guilt skewed our definitions for sin, salvation, 

suffering and sanctification. Sin went from being seen primarily as tyrant, to being viewed as choice 

(McCullough 2018:53-59). Salvation then increasingly was defined only in terms of forgiveness of sin, and 

not as liberation from the oppressive forces of sin and Satan. Suffering became viewed as self-inflicted and 

not imposed. And the process of sanctification was mainly defined as striving towards personal piety, rather 

than engaging in social action. These theological imbalances in a context of mass racial injustice severely 

constrains the imagination. The reduction of theological categories for sin, salvation, suffering, and 

sanctification undermines our ability to dethrone race. 

While meritocracy is a noble virtue, and has led to much industry, it is dangerously incomplete. It is more 

accurate to say that hard work, in addition to natural abilities, and equal access to opportunities may lead to 

success. But the lack of nuance in this equation has led not only to theological extremes, but economic 

disaster. The idea of meritocracy has become a tool that legitimises inequality and exploitation. Meritocracy 

impacts economics in a similar way to its impact on theology, that is, by blaming the victims of suffering for 

their self-imposed woes. French economist Thomas Pikitty draws our attention to the rise of global poverty 

and the narratives that legitimise them saying, ‘the discourse of meritocracy and entrepreneurship often 

seems to serve primarily as a way for the winners in today’s economy to justify any level of inequality 

whatsoever while peremptorily blaming the losers for lacking talent, virtue, and diligence. In previous 

inequality regimes, the poor were not blamed for their own poverty, or at any rate not to the same extent’ 

(Pikitty 2020:2). 

White Privilege 
How do these intersections between culture, theology and ideology play out in everyday conversations about 

racism? Consider a hypothetical example. John is a fictitious forty-year-old white Christian man. He is in 

conversation with a work colleague named Lungelo. Lungelo has just suggested that white privilege is the 

outworking of structural racism. John instinctively bristles at the notion of unearned privilege. He feels that 

Lungelo’s suggestion implies that he has not worked hard to earn everything that he has. He responds and 

says that he has worked hard to get what he has and adds that ‘if more people started working harder and 

stopped complaining and expecting free handouts the country would be in a different place!’ This in turn 

offends Lungelo and makes him feel like John is dismissing the oppression of black people in order to 

defend his own pride. The conversation ends abruptly. What has led John to this response? 

John comes from a hard-working family with a strong work ethic. John has grown up with the meritocratic 

belief that hard work pays off and his experience has confirmed this. At a gut level, John sincerely believes 

that in almost every case people get what they work for. But this subconscious, deeply instinctive and pre-

theoretical belief will be his first hurdle to seeing his unearned privileges. In addition to John’s experience of 

the virtues of working hard, he has also been trained to prioritise the parts of the Bible that teach that hard 

work pays off. He would have heard many sermons on the virtue of hard work from his evangelical church. 

Verses like ‘go to the ant, you sluggard’ will be well known to him14. His protestant theological tradition 

would generally emphasise passages like this one that teach that poverty is the result of laziness15. He would 

not have heard as many sermons from his church on structural injustice that describes humans as victims of 

sin and Satan. He would have heard many sermons on the need for sexual purity, but he would have heard 

few that described righteousness in terms of social activism. Meritocracy is therefore also confirmed by the 

theological emphases of his church tradition. He has therefore not been served by his theological tradition to 

perceive structural injustice and consider what his response ought to be. 

In addition to all this, John lives in a democracy with ‘free markets’ built on liberalisms idealistic narrative 

of meritocracy. For most of his life John has been served a cocktail of personal experience, comingled with a 

 
14 Proverbs 6.6 

15 While laziness is not the only, or even the primary reason for poverty, it is nonetheless a cause for poverty that the Proverbs repeated 

mention (Proverbs 12.11; 14.23; 20.13; 21.17). 
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particular theological emphasis, and a pervasive ideology that intoxicatingly convinces him that systemic 

racism had nothing to do with his privileges or Lungelo’s oppression. How might John’s church have 

preached the Bible differently to equip him for this conversation? 

Reading the Bible without the Lens of Meritocracy 
While the Bible does teach us to work hard and to shun laziness, it doesn’t do so by denying systemic 

oppression. Certain Proverbs attribute poverty to laziness, but many also attribute it to oppression ‘the 

righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern’ (Proverbs 29.7). Many other 

proverbs hold political leadership accountable for seeking justice for the vulnerable (Proverbs 31.8-9). Old 

Testament scholar Chris Wright notes that ‘oppression is by far the major recognised cause of poverty’ 

(Wright 2004:170). The Bible affirms, rather than denies that oppressive people, forces and systems are used 

to advantage some through the exploitation of others. The way that the Bible describes the human condition 

is that we are both victims of sin and Satan, and responsible sinners. These must be held in tension. But 

meritocracy causes us to weigh the poverty equation incorrectly.  

Chris Wright notes that the ‘first and foundational’ account of God’s redemption is found in the Exodus 

(2009:71). He goes on to suggest that ‘if we are to develop a biblical understanding of the meaning of 

redemption…we must start here and explore all that these narratives have to tell us about the situation from 

which God redeemed Israel’ (Wright 2009:71). The situation of Israel is one of political, economic, social 

and spiritual oppression, which is why God’s redemption is political, economic, social and spiritual (Wright 

2009:71-73). Consider how often your evangelical church has taught Exodus in a manner that spiritualises 

liberation, versus how often you’ve heard sermons that spoke about God’s heart for concrete political and 

economic liberation. 

As soon as Israel was liberated, God instituted laws that ensured protection from exploitation. A brief survey 

of selected laws should prompt us to ask the question why God would institute these laws in the first place? 

If humans always get what they work for, if suffering is always the result of our own doing, why are all these 

protections necessary? God is concerned that wages were to be paid to workers timeously and in full16. 

Boundary stones were not to be moved as they marked the boundaries of one’s property17. Interest on loans 

to fellow Israelites was forbidden18. Gleaning laws were established for the benefit of the vulnerable19. Every 

three years a special tax was to be taken up to care for the vulnerable20. Every fifty years debts were 

cancelled and lost property was to be returned irrespective of how it was lost21.  

Then the Old Testament gives us various stories exemplifying how the vulnerable in Israel ought to be 

treated precisely because their suffering was not the result of ‘sin as choice’. Ruth, Tamar22, Bathsheba23, 

Rizpah24 and Job are examples of individuals who endured hardship not of their own making. Tamar, 

Bathsheba and Rizpah were people on the outskirts of social influence, victims of the abuse of power and 

therefore did not have any choice in what happened to them. Tamar and Rizpah in particular use the only 

thing they have; they use their suffering to prick the conscience of the powerful. The assumption of choice 

by interpreters of these narratives is a reflection of the interpreter’s enjoyment of power, rather than the 

 
16Leviticus 19.13, Deuteronomy 24.14-15 

17Deuteronomy 27.17 

18Exodus 22.25; Leviticus 25.36-37, Deuteronomy 23.19-20 

19Deuteronomy 24.18-22 

20Deuteronomy 14.28-29 

21Leviticus 25 

22Genesis 38 

232 Samuel 11 

242 Samuel 21.1-14 
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constant pursuit of survival that describes these vulnerable characters. These stories communicate that God’s 

heart for the vulnerable should be ours. 

Sadly, Israel did not capture God’s heart for the most vulnerable. Instead they turned to idolatry which was 

manifested by exploitation and oppression of the vulnerable. It was ultimately their idolatry that led to the 

exile25. In the prophets we again see God’s heart revealed for those most affected by the manifestation of 

idolatry, which is oppression26. The gospels continue this concern for covenant faithfulness expressed 

through concern for the vulnerable. Jesus announced the great reversal27. The religious bureaucracy who 

thought that they were on the inside, are declared by Jesus to be on the outside. Even his disciples are slow 

to understand ‘sin as tyrant’ and often assumed guilt where there was none; ‘who sinned, this man or his 

parents, that he was born blind?’ ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned’28. 

The apostle Paul used the exodus narrative as the redemptive paradigm in Romans. Andy McCullough notes 

‘there is deliverance from the power of sin as Pharaoh (Ch. 6) passing through the Red Sea in baptism (Ch. 

6), the giving of the law at Sinai (Ch. 7) and the promised inheritance (Ch. 8)’ (McCullough 2018:57). In 

Galatians 4.7 Paul speaks about the freedom from ‘slavery’ we now posses because of the grace of God in 

Christ. Paul certainly conceived of sin as both tyrant and choice. Finally, we conclude with the apostle John 

who asserts that ‘the whole is under the control of the evil one’29 and went on to pen Revelation written to a 

persecuted Church. The Scriptures are clear. We do not always get what we work for. Suffering is not 

always our own doing. Salvation is therefore not only about forgiveness for sin because sin is not only 

defined as choice. But salvation is about liberation from sin and Satan as tyrant. Sanctification is then both 

growing in personal piety but also in joining God, in social action, as he liberates the oppressed. 

Here we see the danger of meritocracy; it simultaneously legitimises inequality and blames the victims. If 

John had been exposed to teaching that gave him more tools to see structural evil, he may have had a very 

different conversation with Lungelo. But meritocracy masks the structural injustice, it blinds us to the 

benefits accrued through our complicity, it redefines the terrible oppression that so characterises the status 

quo and blames the victims for their circumstances. Holiness demands that we join God in working towards 

a more just and equitable society. 

Black Exceptionalism 
Meritocracy often uses stories of exceptional people of colour to justify itself. What these narratives tend to 

emphasise is the exceptional grit and determination that will lead to success. It normally has one or another 

version of ‘if you just work hard you too can get out of the township’. But this is not the whole truth. When 

successful people of colour buy into the notion of the self-made man or women we do not realise the pride 

we succumb to, and the distraction we provide. 

Because culture is malleable, cultural tools are adopted and utilised by anyone seeking to legitimise their status 

and power. No person or institution is free from the deceptive myths that protects privileges. Modern psychology 

describes dysfunctional relationships as co-dependant. But David Powlison has redefined co-dependency to co-

idolatry. Co-idolatrous partners ‘fit together in an uncanny way, creating massively destructive feedback loops’ 

in an ‘idol system whose components complement each other all too well’ (Powlison 1995:7). In ethnically 

diverse organisations there will be varied levels of compliance or co-dependency with hegemony. Korie Edwards 

says that there’s a small group of ‘black advocates’ in any multicultural church that do not only offer support to 

white interest, but will advocate for these interests. They are ‘that critical mass of black attendees essential for 

 
251 Kings 5.13-17; 9.20-23; 11.28; 12.3-4, 10-11 

26Amos 5.21-24 

27 In Christ’s ministry the inclusion of the poor and warnings to the rich (Luke 16.19-31), table fellowship with sinners and tax collectors and 

harsh admonishing of the religious leaders (Luke 15), the inclusion of women in a culture that was patriarchal (Luke 7.36-8.3) was a disturbing 

reversal of the status quo. 

28John 9.2-3 

291 John 5.19 
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interracial churches to affirm whiteness’ (2008:121). Pastor Brian Loritts puts it into plain language; he says ‘my 

experience under the tyranny of white evangelicalism has exposed me to a lot of cookery. Too many people of 

colour have chosen to “yessuh” and “nossuh” their way up Mount Significance, as they hurriedly try to be liked 

while hopefully solidifying and extending their brand. So they don’t speak to injustice. At best, they play it safe. 

They desire the invitations, book deals, and positive image’ (Loritts 2018:102). 

The myth of meritocracy is often internalised by people of colour who have achieved status through currying 

favour with white hegemony. It is always perverse to blame the victims of systemic racism for their 

disadvantaged status, but it’s that much more disturbing when it comes from people of colour. Many people 

of colour in South Africa suggest that through more grit and determination black people can succeed. This 

kind of advocacy reveals less about the complex reality of the situation, than it does about the self-centred 

goals of overly ambitious black advocates for white supremacy. 

5.2 Individualism 
A second religio cultural tool that dramatically shapes how we approach the topic of race is individualism. 

In our westernised culture, which is dramatically influenced by individualism, we are prone to think that we 

are exceptional free thinkers, not influenced by groups, history and society. I remember doing a video 

teaching with a white evangelical pastor on racism. We met together to co-craft the teaching material. I 

noticed that he only spoke about race in individual terms. To him, racism was a form of individual pride, 

stemming from our sinful hearts. He therefore understandably wanted to focus on the need for humility as 

the antidote to racism. He rightly believed that racism was an individual problem, but it was the absence of 

the structural aspects of racism that was problematic. I tried to explain that racism was also structural, 

historical and ideological. I insisted on this for the teaching video because individualism reduces racism to 

individual actions motivated by racial pride which is wholly inadequate. If we are unable to conceptualise of 

the problem of racism as a structural phenomenon, then we are not be able to conceptualise what impact 

racialized structures have on individuals. We may never get to how the individual may or may not comply 

with these structures. And we would most certainly never get to the topic of restitution. All of these 

considerations would get rejected by some variation of ‘what does the sins of previous generations have to 

do with us?’ Individualism frames the concept of racism so that my friend would never arrive at these 

important solutions. Individualism is a tool that shaped how he analysed and how he tried to solve the 

problems of racism. Individualism therefore also requires retooling. 

The ideological roots of individualism 
Given that liberalism was a response to the old social hierarchies of feudalism, the focus on individual rights 

within liberalism was initially very positive. It restored dignity and autonomy to individuals. It provided an 

opportunity for economic flourishing based on the merit of the individual, not on heredity. But the individual 

soon became ‘the sovereign’ and their communities claims became ‘subsidiary to the rights of the 

individual’ (Koyzis 2003:49). In this way the individual no longer defined himself as having any significant 

ties to communities both past and present. Yet modern psychology affirms that even ‘to think independently 

of other human beings is impossible’ (Jacobs 2017:37). We are all concretely socially located and tied to the 

community in the most fundamental way. Most of what we know and who we are, is the result of other 

peoples influence on us, for good or ill. This accounts for why whole cultural groups can agree or disagree 

about the same race, political or moral issue in the exact same manner. Individualism blinds us to the impact 

of our social groups on our consciousness. But when we begin to retool our individualism, we start to see 

that the individual is not sovereign, that we all belong to various social groups that have dramatically shaped 

who we are. 

Antistructuralism 
The inability to perceive how embedded we are within social groups makes evangelicals particularly prone 

to ‘antistructuralism’ (Emmerson 2000:76). Because we think of ourselves as not really belonging to social 

groups in any significant way we tend not to emphasise or even to acknowledge structural evil. The problem 

of racism, according to my friend, was ‘in the heart’ not in economic, political or institutional structures. The 

solutions are therefore limited, and the prophetic imagination constrained by the lack of tools. Solutions are 

drummed down to the level of the individual; ‘pursue humility’ or ‘make diverse friends’, but not corporate 
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and structural. Individualism stops us from dealing with our socialisation, participating in Christian activism, 

and ameliorate regressive structures embodied in policies. Dealing with the impact of structural sin requires 

an appreciation of our relationship to those structures. John’s warning and the testimony of the rest of 

Scripture is precisely that we are influenced by outside forces. But the religio cultural tool of individualism 

distorts the evangelical hermeneutic, making it very difficult to perceive the social aspects of the gospel and 

the structural evils that it seeks to transform. 

The Gospel of Individualism 
In 2018 during the Black Lives Matter movement, an influential evangelical leader John McArthur, preached 

a sermon titled Social Justice and the Gospel. It’s helpful to consider an excerpt which provides a synopsis 

of the sermon. It draws attention to the way that individualism impacts how we read the Bible and define the 

gospel. 

‘Ezekiel says to them, “The soul that sins shall die.” Here we have the critical fundamental principle of the 

gospel; no one is a victim. From God’s viewpoint, no one is a victim…That is absolutely how human nature 

operates. “Oh, I’m the victim of other people’s choices. I’m in the situation I’m in because of what this 

person did, what that generation did, what my ancestor did, what somebody else’s ancestors did, what the 

culture has done.” And a faithful watchman, does he say, “Oh, yeah, you’re right”? Does he say, “Yeah, 

that’s right. You’ve been abused, you know, you’ve been treated unjustly. We sympathize; we see that. We 

want to embrace all that…Or does a preacher warn that person, that wherever you are in this world and 

whoever you are, you are here within the purpose of God’s sovereignty, and the only thing that you need to 

be concerned about is your own sin? That message is the absolute foundation reality of the gospel…it is 

human nature to fight against it to say, “I’m a good person. I’m a good person. There’s just bad people 

around me who have done bad things to me,” sometimes two hundred years ago, sometimes two generations 

ago… Everybody’s offended me, people I don’t know. Dead people have offended me, living people have 

offended me. You offend me. I’m a victim of past injustice and inequity and present rejection, 

discrimination, offense. And most of you don’t even know how much you offend me, it’s 

unconscious…They don’t take responsibility, they just blame somebody else; and they’re perfectly happy to 

blame God’30. 

In theory we can speak of meritocracy and individualism as separate tools, but in practice they don’t operate 

separately. McArthur uses both simultaneously. We see his meritocracy at work as he repeats ‘no one is a 

victim’, and that the real problem is that people ‘don’t take responsibility’ and are just blaming others, they 

even ‘blame God’. This is the logical outworking of a deeply held, and thoroughly unbiblical meritocratic 

belief. But how does individualism affect the way that Macarthur defines the gospel? To McArthur, the 

forgiveness of one’s sin is ‘the’, not ‘a’, but ‘the critical fundamental principle of the gospel’. The 

forgiveness of the individual’s sin is held up as the primary message of the gospel. This is also often 

expressed in conversation when evangelicals say that the primary message of the gospel is that Jesus came 

die for sinners, not change the political systems of the world. Another version of the same idea is that we 

need to focus on the main thing, which is to get people converted to Christ. It therefore follows that 

sanctification will also be restricted to concerns with personal sin as opposed to corporate sin; ‘the only 

thing that you need to be concerned about is your own sin’. Because we define the gospel individualistically, 

we truncate the gospel and relegate sanctification to the arena of personal piety. 

 

What is the Gospel? 
This leads us to the all-important question; what is the gospel? Is it in fact correct to say that the gospel is 

primarily about the forgiveness of one’s sin? Is it true that we should just be concerned about our own 

individual sin and not about systemic racism, or global poverty, or corporate greed, or gender-based 

violence, or patriarchy, or xenophobia, or antisemitism? To answer this, we need to define the gospel. 

 

 
30 McArthur J. 2018. https://www.gty.org/library/sermons-library/81-21/social-justice-and-the-gospel-part-1 
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A Message about Salvation 
The gospel is a message about salvation. It involves the ‘recovery of the whole person’ through 

reconciliation with God (Padilla 2013:99). This reconciliation is made possible through the atoning work of 

Christ on the cross. The result is glorious ‘deliverance from all that interferes with the accomplishment of 

God’s purpose for humanity’ (Padilla 2013:96). 

Salvation is deliverance from the consequences of sin. Christians have been delivered from all the 

consequences of sin, whether those consequences be condemnation31, hell32, death33 or wrath34. Because 

Jesus died in our place for our sin to give us his righteousness, the believer is ‘justified’ and declared 

innocent35. Jesus alone is our substitutionary atonement ‘God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so 

that in him we might become the righteousness of God’36 Christians have therefore been ‘forgiven’ for their 

past, present and future sin37. As a result all enmity has been dealt with between the believer and God38. 

Salvation is the deliverance from the power of sin. Christians have not only been saved from the 

consequences of sin, but have also been ‘rescued’ from the ‘dominion of darkness and brought into the 

kingdom of the Son he loves’39. Because believers are ‘under grace’ they are no longer mastered by sin40. 

Sin reigned like a king, but has been displaced! Christians have been given new life ‘in Christ’41. But our 

salvation is described in past42, present43 and in future tenses44. This indicates a past justification, a process 

of present ongoing sanctification and future glorification. Christians therefore continue to struggle in this 

present age with remaining sin. But we must take heart by considering the many verbs of sanctification: ‘put 

off’45, ‘put on’46, ‘sows to please the Spirit’47, ‘fight the good fight of faith’48 and daily pick up our ‘cross’49. 

 
31John 3.17, Mark 16.16, 1 Corinthians 3.15 

32Matthew 16.25, Mark 8.35, Luke 9.24, 1 Corinthians 1.18, 2 Corinthians 2.15, 1 Thessalonians 2.10 

33Romans 1.32, 6.23, 2 Corinthians 7.10, James 5.20 

34Romans 2.5, 5.9, 1 Thessalonians 5.9, Ephesians 2.3 

35Romans 3.20, 24, 4.5, 5.9, Galatians 2.16, 3.11, Titus 3.7 

362 Corinthians 5.21 

37Acts 2.38, 10.43; Romans 5.20 

38Romans 5.10; 2 Corinthians 5.18; Colossians 1.19-22 

39Colossians 1.13 

40Romans 6.14 

41Romans 5.17, 21, 6.23, 8.2; Colossians 3.3-4 

42Ephesians 2.5,8, Romans 8.24, Titus 3.5 

431 Corinthians 1.18; 2 Corinthians 2.15 

44Romans 5.9, 1 Peter 1.5 

45Ephesians 4.22 

46Romans 13.14 

47Galatians 6.8 

481 Timothy 6.12 

49Matthew 16.24 
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The gospel is therefore a message about personal conversion which ought to be prioritised and defended 

because God ‘wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth’50. This comes about 

through personal repentance and faith. Unless the individual is ‘cut to the heart’ and repents and puts their 

faith in Jesus Christ there is no salvation51. It’s by our Lord’s command that these remain inseparable in our 

proclamation; ‘repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name’52. God loved the world 

and sent his Son to die on a torturous cross so ‘that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal 

life’53. Personal faith is essential to receive eternal life. There are no exceptions to the rule, because there are 

no perfect people, ‘all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’54. All are all in need of God’s gracious 

forgiveness. There is no other way to be justified and reconciled to God expect through the One who said ‘I 

am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me’55. 

An Eschatological Message 
But the gospel is also an eschatological message56. The writers of the New Testament constantly referred 
back to the Old Testament passages in order to show that Jesus was the fulfilment of all those ancient 
promises. The New Testament writers could rightly reach back to the promise in Isaiah 52.7, that a day 
would come when the announcement would be made that ‘Your God reigns’. The people of God looked 
forward with great anticipation to the day when God would reign through his messianic king. The reign of 
God’s king would usher in the kingdom of God. This would be an era of the renewal of all things. 
Everything wrong with our world would finally be set right. It would be the reign of righteousness and 
justice, the consummation of all the promises of God. 

Notice then the fulfilment language at the beginning of Mark’s gospel when Jesus declared: “The time has 

come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!’’57. Jesus came 

declaring that the long-awaited time, literally the kiaros moment had finally arrived! This was the 

announcement of the beginning of the eschatological reign of God. It was good news indeed because it was 

the glorious announcement of the renewal of all things, the making right of all wrongs, the beginning of the 

dispensation of righteousness and justice. 

This eschatological message was therefore central to the proclamation of the gospel. When the first disciples 
preached the gospel the content of their preaching included this great eschatological hope. Phillip the 
evangelist preached in Samaria the ‘good news about the kingdom of God’58. In Rome Paul proclaimed the 
kingdom of God’59. This was the pattern for evangelism, because Jesus had modelled it60 and commanded 
it61. Jesus intended to instruct the church for all generations that ‘the gospel of the kingdom’ would remain 

 
501 Timothy 2.4 

51Act 2.37-38 

52Luke 24.47 

53John 3.16 

54Romans 3.23 

55John 14.6 

56The word eschatological refers to ‘teaching about the last things, specifically to history’s consummation’ (Green et al 1992:206). 

57Mark 1.15 

58Acts 8.12 

59Acts 28.23, 31 

60Matthew 4.23, 9.35, Mark 1.14-15; Luke 4.43, 8.1, 16.16 

61Matthew 10.7, Luke 9.2, 6, Luke 10.9, 11 
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part of the proclamation until his return62. This is why our definition for the gospel ought to include this 
eschatological message of Christ’s present activity. 

But the kingdom is however both now and not yet. The reign of God in Christ has begun at his first 

appearing, it is a present reign. But it will only be fully established at his return. In Christ’s ministry we see 

the kingdom being described as both a present and a future reality. In a context of brutal Empire and terrible 

oppression, the gospel that Jesus proclaimed was ‘good news to the poor…freedom for the prisoners and 

recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor’63. Then he 

declared that it was fulfilled. This was a present reality; ‘today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing’ 

(v.21). The long-awaited era of restoration had been ushered in. When John the Baptist asked Jesus directly 

if he was the long awaited Messianic King, Jesus replied ‘the blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who 

have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor’64. 

The Old Testament prophesies from Isaiah had been fulfilled through the present reign of Christ. 

Yet there was also a future aspect to Christ’s reign. He will judge the nations with finality, but it is ‘when 

the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his glorious throne’65. It is now 

partial renewal, partial healing, partial justice, but his reign and rule will be established in its fullness at his 

return. For then ‘he will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying 

or pain, for the old order of things has passed away’66. The tension between the now and not yet aspects of 

the kingdom are important. The nowness of the kingdom raises our faith and thrusts us into action, while the 

not yet tempers our disappointments with this current evil age. It also helps us to place our expectation for 

change in the right place. Now the church is a kingdom outpost and the primary site for God’s reign. This 

side of heaven, the kingdom will continue to advance and leave renewal in its wake, until its final 

consummation at Christ’s return. This indispensable aspect of the gospel shows us the social dimensions of 

Christ’s message. 

How does individualism distort the gospel? 
The gospel is then simultaneously a message about individual salvation and social transformation. It is 

wonderfully eschatological and soteriological. We ought not prioritise one over the other. If you put the 

word primarily next to the eschatological aspect of the gospel you end up with a social gospel. If you put the 

word primarily next to the soteriological aspect of the gospel you end up with a truncated gospel that has 

insufficient social dimensions. Our Lord had no problem saying that he has come to preach ‘the gospel of 

the kingdom of God’ (Mark 1.15). Nor did he hesitate saying that the gospel is about liberation for the 

oppressed and good news to the poor (Luke 4.18-19). 

A theology that de-emphasises the eschatological aspects of the gospel leads to a practice of speaking about 

God’s love in sending His Son but not showing that love. Evangelical churches are renown for proclaiming a 

message about forgiveness of sin, while the communities doing the proclaiming are mono-cultural and often 

protect racial injustice. Rene Padilla’s warning to evangelicals still rings true ‘a gospel that leaves untouched 

our life in the world…is not the Christian gospel, but culture Christianity, adjusted to the mood of the day’ 

(Padilla 137). On the other extreme a theology that undermines the atoning work of Christ tells ‘listeners 

about God’s program to save the world, but it does not tell them how to actually get right with God and 

become part of that programme’ (Keller 2012:32). Our Lord was equally clear that salvation is exclusively 

through repentance and faith in his atoning cross work. Any form of prioritisation of one of these aspects of 

the gospel will lead to a theological and behavioural distortion. Orthodoxy always leads to orthopraxis; ‘as 

 
62Matthew 24.14 

63Luke 4.18 

64Matthew 11.4-5 

65Matthew 25.31 

66Revelation 21.4 
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the seed, so the tree, as the tree, so the fruit’ (Padilla Luasanne 138). When we say the gospel is mainly 

about the one or the other it ultimately results in syncretism and not orthodoxy. 

Discern & Dismantle 
In 2017 the NFL star quarterback Colin Kaepernick knelt during the national anthem at a NFL game in 

protest of police brutality. He was surely aware, like we all are, of the cost to his career. He lost his contract 

and at the time of writing this he has still not been signed by the NFL. He prioritised the deaths of those in 

Ferguson, Staten Island, Baton Rouge, and the many others above the millions of dollars that he was earning. 

This is an example of how Christians who follow a crucified Saviour ought to behave. Christ was selfless. 

He did not bend to the religious leaders, the temptation of Satan, or to the power Pilate. He lost his life at the 

hands of the powerful for sinners. Those who have placed their faith in Christ know that they where under 

the power of sin. We were helpless victims, until Christ rescued us. He has not given us what our sins 

deserve, not when he first saved us, nor has he ever grown weary of showing grace towards us. As we allow 

the gospel to retool our meritocracy and individualism, we grow in our ability to discern and dismantle 

racism. But this process starts by seeing ourselves as part of a collective sinful people undeserving of grace. 

The grace of God in Christ towards us leads us to compassion for others who suffer because of oppression. 

We are moved by the Spirit of God to receive Christ’s atoning work and then we are inspired to follow 

Christ’s example. This gospel will cause the allure of participate with an evil worldly system to fade away. 

Christ took the knee for us, he was resolute in his mission to make atonement for sinners and establish his 

kingdom. He didn’t forgo a some of money but his very life. Since no student is greater than her master, we 

must go and do likewise. 

6. Spotting the Idol of Race 
the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes   

1 John 2.16 

So far we’ve looked at how our society and our cultures have been impacted by the ideologies of race, but 

simply having this knowledge doesn’t help us to spot racism within ourselves. How do we spot racial 

prejudice within ourselves? In practice covert racism is never easy to spot because its implicit, indirect and 

nuanced. Seeing it within our own actions and attitudes is essential because without spotting it we cannot 

repent and change. John’s analysis of idolatry helps us with this complexity. He provides an important clue 

as to what racism will actually look like in practice. The reason why racism is so complex, is because it 

comes from our hearts. The word translated ‘lust’ in verse 16 is the Greek word epithumia or desire. Idolatry 

certainly is conditioned from the external society, but it stems from our internal sinful desires. God warns 

Ezekiel the prophet against any simplistic analysis of human behaviour saying that Israel ‘have set up idols 

in their hearts’67. Idols are not merely external symbols. Its incorrect to think about idolatry only as bowing 

to a totem pole or some graven image. Modern people may be tempted to oversimplify the biblical category 

of idolatry to an unsophisticated and bygone era of shrines and high places. The Bible’s analysis of the 

human hearts proclivity for idolatry is far more incisive. The problem of idolatry is not just an external one, 

but one that springs from varied internal desires like ‘sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and 

greed, which is idolatry’68. 

Because idols are as varied as our sinful desires ‘idols are rarely solitary’ which is why our sinful behaviour 

is ‘irreducibly complex’ (Powlison 1995:44). Some evangelicals like Tim Keller, have extended this 

theological insight to argue that there are two levels to idolatrous behaviour. At the surface level there are 

multiple forms of idolatry such as substance abuse, workaholism, sex addictions, etc. But at the base level 

there are only four primary idols namely, power, control, comfort and approval (Keller 2009:64-66).  

 
67Ezekiel 14.3 

68Colossians 3.5 
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Imagine that a couple in your church came to you for marriage counselling. The husband initiates and speaks 

about his wife’s spending habits. He feels that she is not frugal and instead overspends on social events, 

fashion and friends. After asking some questions it became apparent that the husband is very responsible and 

has meticulously saved and stewarded their money. The wife acknowledges that she is ‘the spender’ but she 

feels that her husband is stingy and that he misunderstands her ‘generosity towards her friends’. Initially you 

may assume that the husband is quite right and that it is obvious that the wife has an unhealthy relationship 

with money. But this would have been a misdiagnosis and an incorrect diagnosis wouldn’t ultimately help 

the couple deal with the relational strife. 

Assuming that root idols are the controlling mechanism; money would be considered a surface idol. But the 

surface idol is always accompanied by a deeper base idol of either power, control, comfort or approval. 

After more counselling it may became more apparent that the wife had a deep yearning for approval. She 

spent money on parties and fashion to fill this longing void of approval. But as the husband continues 

speaking, you notice that he describes his anxiety towards not having savings in the same ways that the wife 

describes not having approval. While he describes his intentions as a desire to ‘be responsible’ he is 

struggling with control. He hoards and accumulates money so that he would never experience financial 

insecurity and be out of control. Both husband and wife have the same surface idol of money, but the 

outworking is vastly different because of different root idols. 

The person who struggles with control will use money to protect themselves from the chaos of not having 

enough money. The husband set out to get this stability at all costs. Financial stability, not God’s 

sovereignty, was the basis of his sense of security. So, he hoards and saved in an unhealthy manner to ensure 

that he would never be out of control. His wife’s spending habit causes him anxiety because it is his greatest 

nightmare (his hell?) to be without financial security. The god of money rescues and saves him from the hell 

that he grew up with and his wife is threatening this idolatrous pattern. The wife used money very 

differently. But both people had an unhealthy relationship with money. They both presented with a surface 

level idol of money. But because their deeper idols were different their spending habits presented in 

opposing ways. They both needed to repent of their unhealthy relationship with money, but more 

importantly they need to see their deeper dependence on the idols of approval and control. Only then will 

they begin to make real progress. 

Root Idols and Racism  
Idolatrous desires explain why in practice racism is complex. Our prejudice commingles with our deep idols 

of control, power, comfort and approval to produce complex and nuanced expressions of racism. The 

expression of racism will vary with our root idols. The root idol of control will be expressed through 

paternalistically maintaining control. We might always see ourselves as the saviour who has to help poor, 

needy, incompetent blacks but be blind to our own spiritual poverty and racial incompetence. But the root 

idol of comfort will be expressed differently. Someone with the deep idol of comfort will be easily 

overwhelmed by discomforting discussions about race. This person might never act paternalistically but they 

will have no appetite to learn about injustice, their ambivalence will extend into their lifestyle characterized 

by luxury. It would be tempting to say that the real or more racist person is this one or that one but both 

people have the same surface idol of race expressed differently because of their deep idols of control and 

comfort. Approval idols will lead to white solidarity and the inability to confront racism. Power idols will 

lead to always being the teacher never the learner, always prioritizing one’s own thoughts and feelings in 

conversations about race or being unable to submit to black leadership. The more we understand the 

particularities of racial idolatry, the more skilled we become at spotting the idol of race and growing in 

holiness.  

This explains why decolonial discourse on racism is often comprehensive and complex. In her book White 

Fragility DiAngelo suggests that racism is expressed interpersonally in various ways through ‘ignorance’, 

‘white fragility’, ‘white privilege’, ’white solidarity’, ‘white tears’, ‘paternalism’, but also that it is 

essentially a system of whiteness (DiAngelo 2018). While the specific outworking of each idolatrous 
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behaviour will vary, they all contribute towards racial strife. True fellowship, reconciliation and friendship 

cannot be achieved while these patterns of behaviour are present. That’s not to say that there will not be any 

claim to fellowship, reconciliation and friendship. Idols always attempt to imitate God’s original intent. But 

the fellowship, reconciliation and friendship will be a far cry from New Testament norms. It will be a fragile 

farce that must be maintained through silencing truth tellers and expelling justice seekers. It is only 

appropriate that we lament centuries of continued exchange of the superficial unity for the spirit force of 

familial love that once broke the dividing wall between empire and oppressed and so powerfully validated 

the gospel to the watching world69.      

 Power Control Comfort Approval 

Root 

characteristic 

Fear & Pride Fear of chaos Love of pleasure Fear of rejection 

Problem emotion Anger Anxiety Boredom Cowardice 

Expressions Always the teacher 

never the learner. 

Inability to receive 

criticism about 

racially problematic 

behaviour. 

Prioritizes own 

feelings & thoughts 

in conversations. 

Surrounded by 

people who affirm 

bias. 

Unwilling to submit 

to leadership of 

another race. 

Paternalistically 

maintains control. 

Has a saviour 

complex. 

Progressive in word, 

but not in lifestyle & 

in the structure of 

their organisations. 

Accepting of people 

who are ‘pets’ not of 

those deemed 

‘threats’. 

Gradualists who 

believes that 

transformation 

cannot be actioned 

immediately. 

Easily overwhelmed 

by discussions about 

race & justice. 

Lifestyle 

characterised by 

comforts & luxuries. 

No appetite to 

engage or learn 

about with societal 

problems. 

Defensive about 

privileges. 

Avoids race issues & 

will turn a blind eye 

to injustice. 

 

 

Maintains solidarity 

with white friends & 

colleagues in any 

race dispute. 

Struggles with 

duplicity to maintain 

approval. 

Easily confused 

about race issues & 

lacks biblical 

convictions. 

Suffers from an 

inability to say no or 

confront injustice. 

Often suffers from 

burnout or anxiety. 

Impact on people People around you 

feel used, oppressed 

& fearful. 

People around you 

feel condemned, 

stifled, 

micromanaged & 

fatigued. 

People around you 

feel commodified, 

neglected & have a 

superficial friendship 

with you. 

People around you 

cannot trust you or 

deeply respect you. 

Healing Grace & repentance Trust & surrender The great cost of 

grace 

The acceptance of 

God through Christ 

& the new identity in 

Christ. 

 

Because we are all racialialized, people of colour also participate with racism. Amongst the oppressed there 

will be varied levels of compliance with hegemony. Korie Edwards has studied the impact of race in 

 
69 Ephesians 2.14-16 
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interracial American churches. In her book The Elusive Dream she develops archetypes of white and African 

American interracial church attendees that describe how multicultural organisations like churches are 

affected by race. She divides attendees by race into six categories. The three categories for white attendees 

are the Experimenters, Conditional Believers and the Activists. The three African American categories are 

the Defectors, Disillusioned Integrationists and the Advocates. It is the final group of African American 

Advocates that do not only offer support to white interest, but will advocate for these interests. This group 

plays an important role in sustaining white hegemony. They are ‘that critical mass of black attendees 

essential for interracial churches to affirm whiteness’ (2008:121). It is evident then that when racial conflict 

arises both people of colour and white attendees work together to maintain hegemony. We therefore need to 

consider what would motivate compliance and even defence for systemic racism from people of colour. 

Black White Supremacists 
Korie Edwards is not alone in her analysis. Desmond Tutu insisted that the white consciousness needed 

liberation from the effects of whiteness, but so did the black consciousness (Tutu 1983). Frantz Fanon 

suggests that race is internalised not only by coloniser, but the colonised mind. Black assimilation is 

described in his thought as the desire to be white (Fanon 2008:45-60). W.E.B Du Bois spoke about the 

‘Veil’ of the black persons consciousness that must be lifted (2019:61). Steve Biko believed that it was a 

lack of black consciousness that ultimately maintained whiteness; ‘The most potent weapon in the hands of 

the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed’ (Biko 1987:68). All these authors are suggesting that black 

people contribute to maintaining racism because of their racialization.  

Modern psychology describes dysfunctional relationships as co-dependant. But evangelicals have redefined 

co-dependency as co-idolatry. Co-idolatrous partners ‘fit together in an uncanny way, creating massively 

destructive feedback loops’ in an ‘idol system whose components complement each other all too well’ 

(Powlison 1995:7). Colonial settler societies such as South Africa produce complex racial hierarchies 

amongst people of colour. These hierarchies are sustained by offers of rewards for compliance with 

whiteness. One only has to look at the historic stratifications between black and so called coloured South 

Africans. Certain people of colour are therefore rewarded for their proximity and participation with 

whiteness and are therefore not exempt from internalising, legitimising and normalising the ideology of race. 

These complex co-idolatrous relationships are required for the maintenance of hegemony. But if 

evangelicals are committed to the task of discipling all nations, this would translate into significant 

discipleship programmes and resources allocated to help people of colour with their inferiority complexes 

and white people with superiority complexes. We require churches to break instead of encourage these co-

idolatrous partnerships. But many organisations with untransformed leadership teams and racist institutional 

cultures require black inferiority to maintain white hegemony. It appears that many evangelical churches are 

also guilty of protecting co-idolatrous patterns while, perhaps unconsciously, compromising on the great 

commission adequately. Therefore, as David Bosch puts it ‘the call to conversion should begin with the 

repentance of those who do the calling’ (2018:424). 

7.Displacing Idols 
If anyone loves the world, love for the Father is not in them. 

1 John 2.15 

In Thomas Chalmers famous sermon on this verse The Expulsive Power of a New Affection he believed that 

our hearts can’t expel old affections, only replace them with greater, more worthy new ones, like the love of 

God (1855:64). Grace must replace race. Human beings are constituted to love God or the world. There is 

nothing in between. Love for a counterfeit god subtly displaces the love of the Father. But the opposite is 

also true. Only the love of God is able to displace old affections and transform our desires. 

We need more than simple familiarity with the doctrines of grace to dispel old affections. We need see our 

sin for what it is, and there allow God’s grace to reshape us. The Apostle Peter for example, was familiar 
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with the doctrines of grace. Yet he continued to battle with racial prejudice. But even though he understood 

the gospel the Apostle Paul confronted his racism by challenging him to believe the gospel more deeply. 

Paul explained the inconsistency between Peter’s belief in the gospel, and his prejudice. He was not ‘acting 

in line with the truth of the gospel’ and Paul challenged him not to ‘set aside the grace of God’70. The love 

of the Father pushes out the love of the world.  

Race provides approval for the insecure, power for the weak, comfort and control but these are false 

benefits. Jesus, who was God incarnate, gave up his life so that we might be justified and know the approval 

of God. We need not allow physical riches to define our morality when the Precious Rose of Sharon, the 

Bright Morning Star, the Treasure of Heaven ‘though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that 

you through his poverty might become rich’71. While we long for comfort now, a time is coming when we 

will enter into God’s rest because of Christ. We can relinquish control and life by faith.     

The message of 1 John 2.15-16 is that we were created by God to conform to the image of God, not idols, 

receive the love of God not the approval of people, wrap our identities around his grace not around race, fear 

God not fear breaking with racial solidarity, receive the provision of God not of social injustice, trust, find 

refuge and significance and joy in God and not in our secondary identities and ultimately, be obedient to 

God and eagerly desire the gift of personal and corporate revival. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
70 Galatians 2.14, 21 

711 Corinthians 8.9 
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