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1

INTRODUCTION

Countless pastors, preachers, teachers, and ministry leaders are dismayed 
at the dysfunction engulfing the church and the wider culture. Every day, 
headlines reveal a world divided across ethnic, class, sex, and political lines. 
We are simultaneously a nation and a church with comparable cavernous 
disagreements. Make no mistake: these chasms are expanding and feel in-
creasingly insurmountable.

For instance, consider the metastasizing tumor of ethnocentrism. In April 
2020, Christopher Wray, the director of the FBI, issued a warning regarding 
“a potential . . . spike in hate crimes” against Asian Americans due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.1 A short while later, the Anti- Defamation League an-
nounced “Antisemitic Incidents Hit All- Time High in 2019.”2 Then, on May 
25, 2020, came the horrific video of the murder of George Floyd while in po-
lice custody, which catalyzed protests and demonstrations in cities across the 
globe. Despite the presence of a deadly viral pandemic, thousands marched 
in the streets chanting, “No Justice, No Peace!” and “Defund the police!” and 
“Breonna Taylor, say her name!”3

1. Griffin Connolly, “Coronavirus: FBI Director Warns of Potential for Spike in Hate Crimes 
as Anti- Asian Incidents Surge,” Independent, April 22, 2020, https://www .independent .co 
.uk /news /world /americas /us -  politics /coronavirus -  hate -  crimes -  anti -  asian -  attacks -  fbi -  us -  cases 
-  a9479191 .html. As of May 2021, this dire situation appears to be escalating. See Sam Cabral, 
“Covid ‘Hate Crimes’ against Asian Americans on Rise,” BBC, May 21, 2021, https://www .bbc 
.com /news /world -  us -  canada -56218684.

2. “Antisemitic Incidents Hit All- Time High in 2019,” Anti- Defamation League, May 12, 
2020, https://www .adl .org /news /press -  releases /antisemitic -  incidents -  hit -  all -  time -  high -  in -2019.

3. Richard A. Oppel Jr., Derrick Bryson Taylor, and Nicholas Bogel- Burroughs, “What to 
Know about Breonna Taylor’s Death,” New York Times, April 26, 2021, https://www .nytimes 
.com /article /breonna -  taylor -  police .html.

_KimHoffman_PreachingToADivided_ES_sa.indd   13_KimHoffman_PreachingToADivided_ES_sa.indd   13 3/29/22   1:25 PM3/29/22   1:25 PM

Matthew D. Kim and Paul A. Hoffman, Preaching to a Divided Nation 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



2

We observe a similar pattern in the widening gap between the upper, 
middle, and lower economic classes in the most prosperous nation in world 
history. The numbers don’t lie: the stark expanse separating the rich from 
the poor— known as income inequality— is growing. Oxfam International 
recently released a report contending that “the world’s 2,153 billionaires 
have more wealth than the 4.6 billion people who make up 60 percent of the 
planet’s population.”4 And the painful truth is that ethnicity and econom-
ics remain intertwined. Economist Joseph Stiglitz, a Nobel laureate, states, 
“There has been no significant closing of the gap between the income of 
African- Americans (or Hispanics) and white Americans the last 30 years.”5

Moreover, we cannot ignore the plethora of ways in which the battle of 
the sexes and gender issues continue to cause rifts in the wider culture, in 
the church, and in households. Aimee Byrd’s recent exposure of evangelical 
Christians’ locker room conversations, which dehumanize and delegitimize 
the imago Dei in females, highlights the hidden myopia of church leaders who 
fail to see and confess their own harmful, misogynistic, and sexist patterns of 
thinking.6 Social ruptures preachers may want to acknowledge and speak to 
include the Billy Graham Rule; #MeToo and #ChurchToo movements; the 
#TimesUp movement; LGBTQ+ movements; inequities in position, salary, 
and promotion; women’s roles in ministry; complementarian versus egalitar-
ian debates; and domestic violence. They all have shed light on some disturb-
ing and undeniable abuses of power.

Last, but not least, we must address our toxic political environment. Parti-
san polarization is the foremost “snowball effect” issue of our time, dominat-
ing and devouring every person, policy, and topic in its path. Scholar Lilliana 
Mason labels partisanship “a mega- identity, with all the psychological and 
behavioral magnifications that implies.”7 It has given rise to a phenomenon 
political scientists call “partisan sorting” whereby our political system is fueled 
by “prejudice and emotional volatility,” leading Democrats and Republicans to 
“loathe” each other.8 All this friction has exacerbated the racial divides in the 

4. “World’s Billionaires Have More Wealth Than 4.6 Billion People,” Oxfam International, 
January 19, 2020, https://www .oxfamamerica .org /press /worlds -  billionaires -  have -  more -  wealth 
-  than -46 -billion -  people.

5. Joseph E. Stiglitz, The Great Divide: Unequal Societies and What We Can Do about Them 
(New York: Norton, 2016), 140–41.

6. See Megan Fowler, “How a Reformed Facebook Group’s Private Comments Turned into 
a Public Dispute,” Christianity Today, July 1, 2020, https://www .christianitytoday .com /news 
/2020 /july /aimee -  byrd -  genevan -  commons -  reformed -  opc -  facebook -  comments .html.

7. Lilliana Mason, Uncivil Agreement: How Politics Became Our Identity (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2018), 14.

8. Mason, Uncivil Agreement, 122.

Introduction
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church. In the 2016 presidential election, 81 percent of white evangelicals voted 
for Republican candidate Donald Trump, whereas 96 percent of Black Prot-
estants voted for Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton.9 Lord, have mercy.

The bottom line: the church’s divisions are real and destructive. They break 
God’s heart, undermine our gospel witness, and contradict the reality of 
heaven. It appears the bride of Christ is struggling to overcome the diseases 
of prejudice and polarization. Many Christians are behaving boorishly, fail-
ing to exhibit a trace of patience, understanding, compassion, or empathy. 
Sadly, all too often the nonreligious seem more gracious than those who claim 
to know Christ.

However, despite the gravity of our current situation, we remain hopeful 
homileticians— dedicated practitioners who love God and his church. We 
have not lost our faith, one that is rooted in the cross, the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, and God’s mission to restore all things. Crucially, we maintain 
that one upshot of our chaotic and fractious era is that the pulpit, always 
paramount, has become even more so. That is, pastors, preachers, teachers, 
and leaders can either inflame our tensions or proclaim the peace and heal-
ing Jesus offers. We are convinced that all gospel heralds now have a greater 
opportunity to intentionally and winsomely use their platforms to proclaim 
the Holy Scriptures in a way that promotes reconciliation and unity.

The question, of course, is “How?”
While we have no illusions that we can solve every problem, we believe 

we have some fresh insights to offer the church and the academy. Since we 
developed our strong, interethnic friendship starting twenty years ago while 
in seminary, we’ve spent time navigating the “-ism” rapids— the dangerous 
currents of ethnocentrism, classism, sexism, and political partisanism, to 
name a few. This book emerges from our convictions, personal practices, 
pastoral experience in shepherding and preaching ministries, and academic 
training and scholarship.

Our goal is to provide some guidance, skills, and tools for those bumping 
along with us. We anticipate that this book’s seven- part framework (see fig. 1) 
will equip communicators with the necessary resources to succeed. Let’s take 
a moment to briefly chart that course.

Chapter 1 explains the theological step of our homiletical model. To preach 
effectively, the pastor, teacher, or leader must comprehend the narrative arc 
of Scripture, the relationality of the triune Godhead, how sin fuels alienation 

9. “An Examination of the 2016 Electorate, Based on Validated Voters,” Pew Research Center, 
August 9, 2018, https://www .pewresearch .org /politics /2018 /08 /09 /an -  examination -  of -  the -2016 
-electorate -  based -  on -  validated -  voters.

Introduction
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and division, the reconciling mission of God, and the renewal of all things. 
The role of the preacher is to identify the prejudicial fruit of sin and magnify 
the healing power of our holy Redeemer.

Chapter 2 focuses on the contextual aspect of our paradigm. A good homi-
letician cultivates not only a strong cultural intelligence but also historical 
intelligence on a national and local scale. Unfortunately, the ‑isms that be-
devil us at present are not new. When a preacher enters the pulpit, she will be 
wise to grasp the context and social location of her listeners. A community’s 
memory and current reality are an integral part of the homiletical moment.

Chapter 3 zeroes in on the personal section of the model. Mature teachers 
develop attitudes of self- reflection and repentance. To preach with humility, 
holiness, and vulnerability, we must be willing to examine our hearts, face our 
prejudices, and confess our sin to God and to safe friends or accountability 
partners. Otherwise, our blinders will make our preaching more hypocritical 
than healing and more condescending than authentic and transformational.

Chapter 4 outlines the positional step. Preachers cannot hit the target unless 
they fully embrace their role as God’s human heralds. While preachers must 

Seven Steps to Preaching to a Divided Nation

1.  
Theological 
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Start with the  

Bible: a reconciling 
narrative
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5

earnestly pray for the unction of God’s Spirit to accompany their sermons, 
it remains the job of the Holy Spirit to bring deep conviction and change. 
Furthermore, we must recognize that many Christian traditions and denomi-
nations believe in the importance of social and political action in the pursuit of 
justice and reconciliation. In each milieu, pastors and churches must discern 
the will of God for how they are to declare and enact reconciliation.

Chapter 5 defines the methodological aspect of our framework and pres-
ents homiletical elements that foster reconciliation and unity in churches and 
communities. The focus of this chapter will be negotiating centered sets and 
bounded sets for our congregations as well as preaching on virtue formation.

Chapter 6 offers several best practices for communicating on divisive topics. 
These concrete suggestions for pre- sermon, mid- sermon, and post- sermon 
practices seek to facilitate this arduous journey and preserve congregational 
unity amid a diversity of beliefs and opinions.

Chapter 7 presents the categorical step, sharing common themes and texts 
that may prove helpful for preaching on the varied ‑isms of our day. This 
section is a treasure trove of salient preaching themes and texts. Appendix G 
contains six sample sermons that illustrate how to effectively communicate 
on reconciliation and unity, including sermons from the authors as well as 
from Sandra María Van Opstal, Rich Villodas, and Ralph Douglas West.

The conclusion offers a call to action and an inspiring story of hope. Be-
cause our present divides need urgent attention and mending, it’s time for a 
gut check: Who will answer the call to live and proclaim the message, ministry, 
and identity of reconciliation in a violent and tribal world? The credibility 
of our witness is at stake. Will we uphold the heart of God and his kingdom 
priorities from our pulpits?

Finally, we invite you to contemplate the implications of failing to preach 
reconciliation and unity to a disintegrating culture and church. What compels 
us to write this book is generational impact. We cannot bear the thought of 
our children coming of age and assuming leadership roles within a diminished 
church and divided nation. We refuse to lie down and accept this anathema. 
A godly legacy and gospel heritage are worth contending for and passing on. 
So, as you read, you might find it beneficial to make this personal and tan-
gible: visualize a young person you care about deeply— your son or daughter 
or perhaps a neighbor. You preach for him; you proclaim for her. In the final 
analysis, it’s not about us. We sow and plant, we toil, risk, and invest, for the 
destiny of those who come after us.

Before you plunge ahead, a word of caution is required. Some facts and 
concepts in this book might make you feel uncomfortable because they chal-
lenge your current base of knowledge or some assumptions you hold regarding 

Introduction
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life and ministry. This stimulates two responses: a reminder and a suggestion. 
First, as N. T. Wright observes in his commentary on 2 Corinthians 5:16–6:2, 
“The world has never before seen a ministry of reconciliation; it has never 
before heard a message of reconciliation. No wonder the Corinthians found 
Paul’s work hard to fathom. . . . He was behaving like someone . . . who lived 
in a whole new world.”10 What was true then remains true now: reconciliation 
and unity are radical, even otherworldly.

Second, for our part, we embrace the exciting possibility that this book may 
reach a diverse crowd. Kevin DeYoung has proposed a helpful “schema” that 
outlines four “teams” or “approaches” describing how evangelicals are inter-
preting and responding to the contentious issues of race, politics, and gender: 
the “Contrite, Compassionate, Careful, and Courageous.”11 To summarize 
these four camps, the contrite focus on repentance and restorative justice, 
the compassionate stress empathy and lament, the careful highlight the need 
for selective engagement (with primary attention given to theological reflec-
tion), and the courageous display a stand your ground and preach the gospel 
posture. Wherever you fall on that spectrum, we suggest that if something we 
write provokes disagreement in your mind or frustration in your heart, you 
put the book down and ask yourself, “What am I feeling, and why?” We urge 
you to take the requisite time to process your thoughts— both prayerfully and 
scripturally. It is the better part of wisdom and worth the effort. At least the 
triune God thinks so: he “bestows his blessing” over the pursuit of reconcili-
ation and unity (Ps. 133:3). Is that not motivation enough?

Now, on to step one.

10. N. T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: 2 Corinthians, New Testament for Everyone (London: 
SPCK, 2004), 65.

11. Kevin DeYoung, “Why Reformed Evangelicalism Has Splintered: Four Approaches 
to Race, Politics, and Gender,” DeYoung, Restless, and Reformed (blog), The Gospel Coali-
tion, March 9, 2021, https://www .thegospelcoalition .org /blogs /kevin -  deyoung /why -  reformed 
-  evangelicalism -  has -  splintered -  four -  approaches -  to -  race -  politics -  and -  gender.

Introduction
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1

The Theological Step
The Sins of Pride and Prejudice

The most effective homileticians start with a question: Why? In comparing 
the prophetic preaching of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther King 

Jr., Raphael Gamaliel Warnock asserts:

Each had wrestled deeply with proclamation’s prior question: “Why preach 
in the first place?” In other words, what is it that the preacher presupposes 
about the gospel and its meaning and what is it that is critically and urgently 
at stake? Most preachers spend entirely too much time asking, “What shall I 
preach?” Bonhoeffer and King got it right because, contrary to this question 
that is too much driven by institutionalism, as theologians in the pulpit and 
the public square they asked, “Why do we preach?” Moreover, their ministries 
and martyrdom suggest that, for them, this question regarding the nature 
of the gospel and its demands upon one’s life was itself a matter of life and  
death.1

Why preach? The theological step of this book’s homiletical model ad-
dresses that question. All gospel proclamation begins with theology, which 
is the story of the triune God. Every teacher is primarily a theologian who 

1. Raphael Gamaliel Warnock, “Preaching and Prophetic Witness,” in Bonhoeffer and King: 
Their Legacies and Import for Christian Social Thought, ed. Willis Jenkins and Jennifer M. 
McBride (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010), 152.
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must first comprehend the narrative arc of Scripture correctly before she can 
communicate it clearly. To this we turn our attention.

A Reconciling Narrative

There are numerous ways to interpret the Bible, including the popular 
“systematic- theological method (STM), which tends to deal with Scripture 
topically. . . . The Bible is about God, sin, the Holy Spirit, the church.”2 
However, we propose that you interpret the Bible through a missional meta‑
narrative, “one cohesive story revealing the mission of the triune God.”3 
This type of approach has been affirmed by the likes of Richard Bauckham,4 
Christopher J. H. Wright,5 Timothy Keller,6 Timothy C. Tennent,7 Scott W. 
Sunquist,8 and Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen.9 More specif-
ically, the reconciling narrative offered here is composed of five movements: 
Creator, first creation, alienation, reconciliation, and final creation. We 
contend this reading may prove helpful for preachers because it is “faithful 
to the nature of the triune God, the Scriptures, Church tradition, and human 
experience,”10 it aligns with the plot structure of biblical narratives,11 and it 
illuminates how reconciliation is the heart of the gospel and the Christian 
life and community.

2. Timothy Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel‑ Centered Ministry in Your City 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 40.

3. Paul A. Hoffman, Reconciling Places: How to Bridge the Chasms in Our Communities 
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2020), 50.

4. Richard Bauckham, Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a Postmodern World (Milton 
Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2005), 11–12.

5. Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of  God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006), 8.

6. Keller, Center Church, 43.
7. Timothy C. Tennent, Invitation to World Missions: A Trinitarian Missiology for the 

Twenty‑ First Century (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2010), 105.
8. Scott W. Sunquist, Understanding Christian Mission: Participation in Suffering and Glory 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013).
9. Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of  Scripture: Finding Our 

Place in the Biblical Story (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004).
10. Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 54. Furthermore, this narrative comports with Col. 1:15–23, 

“a famous text regarding the supremacy of Christ and reconciliation.” Hoffman, Reconciling 
Places, 51.

11. Steven D. Mathewson writes, “Plots in Old Testament narrative assume the same basic 
shape. Generally, they consist of four main stages or elements in the flow of action: exposition, 
crisis, resolution, and conclusion or denouement.” Mathewson, The Art of  Preaching Old Tes‑
tament Narrative, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2021), 42. In this vein, Creator and 
first creation fit in the exposition stage, alienation is the crisis, reconciliation is the resolution, 
and final creation is the conclusion.

Preaching to a Divided Nation  
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Creator

The Bible opens with the famous declaration “In the beginning God cre-
ated . . .” (Gen. 1:1). At the outset of the Scriptures, we are introduced to 
the Creator God. Yet it must be noted this powerful being predates creation. 
In his great high priestly prayer, Jesus offers a glimpse into the nature of the 
Godhead when he entreats, “And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with 
the glory I had with you before the world began. . . . Father, I want those you 
have given to me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory 
you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world” 
(John 17:5, 24). The Christian God is incomparable: he is one being who is 
“eternal, immortal, invisible” (1 Tim. 1:17) and also exists as three distinct 
persons. From time immemorial, God the Father, God the Son, and God the 
Holy Spirit have enjoyed perfect and harmonious communion marked by 
the mutual sharing of glory and love. When commenting on the “doctrine of 
the immanent Trinity,” Colin Gunton furnishes this insight:

Because God is, “before” creation took place, already a being- in- relation, there 
is no need for him to create what is other than himself. He does not need to 
create, because he is already a taxis, order, of loving relations. . . . Overall, the 
relations of the three are summarised in the concept of love, which involves a 
dynamic of both giving and receiving. The persons are what they are by virtue of 
what they give to and receive from each other. . . . The fact that the relations are 
relations of love entails their freedom, which at least means their non- necessity. 
. . . [Hence] a trinitarian theology of creation involves the non- necessity of the 
world. The world does not have to be, because it is the outcome of the free 
creating act of the God who is already a relational being.12

12. Colin E. Gunton, The Promise of  Trinitarian Theology, 2nd ed. (London: T&T Clark, 
1997), 142–44.

A Reconciling Narrative

First Creation Alienation Reconciliation Final Creation

Figure 1.1

Creator

The Theological Step

_KimHoffman_PreachingToADivided_ES_sa.indd   21_KimHoffman_PreachingToADivided_ES_sa.indd   21 3/29/22   1:25 PM3/29/22   1:25 PM

Matthew D. Kim and Paul A. Hoffman, Preaching to a Divided Nation 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



10

Herein lies an astonishing truth: God is self- existent,13 holy, and majestic 
(transcendent) as the supreme being, and at his core God is so profoundly re-
lational that he creates everything out of the overflow of his love and freedom.

First Creation

That brings us to the second movement in the reconciling narrative: the first 
creation. The Trinity— as a collective— initiated the formation of all that is, 
including the heavens and earth. God the Father makes a series of pronounce-
ments, “speaking our world into reality through his son, Jesus Christ, the 
eternal Word (logos) and through the power of the ‘hovering’ Spirit.”14

Some themes emerge from the creation account in Genesis 1–2 that we 
want to accentuate for our purposes here. First, Genesis 1 states seven times 
that what God created “was good.”15 The word for “good” in Hebrew is tob, 
which conveys the idea of something being “beautiful, pleasant, agreeable, 
sweet [tasty].”16 What God produced is empirically attractive, pure in essence, 
and structurally complete. Second, the world is governed by order and bal-
ance: light and dark; day and night; sky, land, and sea; fish and birds; and 
so on. Interestingly, God institutes a moral architecture: in Genesis 2:17 God 
commands Adam not to “eat from the tree of the knowledge of good [tob] 
and evil” because to do so will bring death. Within the created order exists 
a natural set of laws (e.g., day and night, gravity, seasons) and an ethical set 
of laws (e.g., “right” and “wrong”). Third, the cosmos has integrity; that is, 
its component parts share a harmonious interrelationship. God, angelic be-
ings, the heavenlies/space, humans, animals, seas, and soil cohabitate within 
a perfectly interdependent ecosystem.17 Fourth, the telos or goal of creation 
is to grow and flourish (cf. Gen. 1:28) for God’s enjoyment and glory (cf. 
Gen. 2:1–3).

13. That is, God “needs nothing outside of himself in order to be fully God. In sum, the 
God of Scripture is self‑ contained and self‑ sufficient, in no way ontologically correlative to this 
creation.” Robert L. Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of  the Christian Faith (Nashville: 
Nelson, 1998), 131.

14. Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 52. See Gen. 1:1–26 and John 1:1–5.
15. Gen. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31. David A. Dorsey notes “the number seven generally rep-

resents completeness.” Dorsey, The Literary Structure of  the Old Testament: A Commentary 
on Genesis–Malachi (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 49.

16. James Strong, The New Strong’s Complete Dictionary of  Bible Words (Nashville: Nel-
son, 1996), 380.

17. At this point, we are setting aside the sticky wicket of the prehistorical origin of sin, that 
is, Satan’s fall from heaven; cf. Isa. 14; Ezek. 28; Luke 10; and Rev. 12. For a concise explana-
tion, see Louis Berkhof, “Sin Originated in the Angelic World,” in Systematic Theology, new 
ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 220–21.
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The apex of creation is when God composes human beings, made in “his 
own image” (Gen. 1:27).18 The imago Dei means both males and females, 
in a certain way, express the likeness, goodness/purity, intellect/rationality, 
moral nature, freedom, and immortal spirit (soul) of  their Creator.19 As 
God’s image- bearers, humans have great dignity and are relational and 
moral creatures. Consequently, they are to enjoy communion with God and 
with one another. This interconnectedness has a crucial implication: “We 
are bound up in a delicate network of interdependence” whereby we come 
to accept “a person is a person through other persons. . . . I belong. I par-
ticipate, I share.”20 Further, humans are governed by an ethical framework 
defining “good” and “evil” in social terms. Some attitudes and behaviors 
promote a fully orbed thriving, while others will inhibit or detract from it. 
At this point, the world is saturated with the fullness of God’s presence, 
which promotes robust relational bonds. Thus, it is not hyperbolic to as-
sert: “The whole message of the Bible is the story of God’s love for and 
relationship with his creation.”21

Unfortunately, this idyllic state does not endure— and is quickly shattered.

Alienation

The third movement in our reconciling narrative is found in Genesis 3, which 
depicts the events precipitating the unraveling of the ties binding everything 
together. A broad exploration of this pivotal story proves instructive in de-
lineating emblematic themes. The nameless “crafty serpent” slides into the 
picture and immediately asks a question that distorts God’s decree and un-
dermines trust in his character (Gen. 3:1–5). God’s prohibition regarding not 
eating from “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” was abundantly 
clear (Gen. 2:16–17). However, rather than swiftly terminating the conversa-
tion, the first two humans allow the serpent to entice and manipulate them. 
He does so masterfully, appealing to their lust and pride (Gen. 3:6). In short 
order, they disobey God, take and eat the forbidden fruit, and indelibly alter 
the course of history.

In the first six verses of Genesis 3, then, one can already discern mul-
tiple motifs emerging that are related to the fall. These include distrust, 

18. See Catherine L. McDowell, The Image of  God in the Garden of  Eden (Winona Lake, 
IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015).

19. For more on this, see Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 202–10.
20. Desmond Tutu, No Future without Forgiveness (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 35, 31.
21. Sunquist, Understanding Christian Mission, 181.
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discontentment, rebellion rooted in lust and pride, passivity, and complic-
ity. Do these faults sound familiar? They are the forces stoking our present 
divisions.

But that’s not all. The story reveals escalating dysfunction and division. 
Upon discovering they are naked, Adam and Eve cover themselves. When 
they hear God moving in their vicinity, they hide— perhaps separately.22 Then 
God asks Adam why they are taking evasive maneuvers. Called out and 
cornered, Adam finally speaks up and confesses his fear- based shame: “I 
heard you. . . . I was afraid” (Gen. 3:10). However, when God’s questioning 
persists, Adam wilts, moves into blame- shifting mode, and swaps the first- 
person pronoun I for the second- person you and third- person she, effectively 
casting the responsibility for his sin onto God and his wife: “The woman 
you put here with me— she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it” 
(Gen. 3:12). God turns to Eve and asks for confirmation. Like Adam, she 
deflects responsibility, asserting, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate” (Gen. 
3:13). This small section of the narrative adds to the list of sins fueling po-
larization and alienation: denial, redirection, justification, rationalization, 
and scapegoating.

Then God levies just punishments, including “enmity” between Eve and 
the serpent. Next come a power struggle between husband and wife (Gen. 
3:16), difficulty in harvesting food from the land (“painful toil . . . thorns and 
thistles,” 3:17–19), and the introduction of death (imposing itself upon life 
and relationships; cf. 3:19). Finally, there is the irrevocable expulsion from 
God’s presence when he “banished” and “drove out” the first humans from 
the garden of Eden (3:21–24).

We now arrive at the crux of sin: “sin in its essence is prideful defiance, 
rebellion against God, seeking to be God.”23 Louis Berkhof writes, “Adam 
placed himself in opposition to God, . . . he refused to subject his will to the 
will of God, to have God determine the course of his life; and . . . he actively 
attempted to take the matter out of God’s hand.”24 At the fall, a seismic 
event occurred: “The center of authority for man had shifted away from 
God to himself. Adam and Eve came to believe that they were to be their own 
authority.”25 Their actions were a foolish attempt to usurp the locus of their 

22. This interpretation is contested. Reymond asserts that “the Hebrew literally reads that 
‘the man hid himself and the woman herself.’ It was a case of ‘every man for himself.’” Rey-
mond, New Systematic Theology, 448.

23. Donald G. Bloesch, Essentials of  Evangelical Theology, vol. 1, God, Authority, and 
Salvation (New York: HarperCollins, 1978), 108.

24. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 222.
25. Reymond, New Systematic Theology, 445.
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identity, knowledge, and morality from the only holy and glorious Creator 
and reserve it for their limited, created selves.26

This brings to bear the attending consequences of Genesis 3. Alienation, 
hostility, and division metastasize in multiple directions, expressed in conflict 
among various parties, including between God and humans, God and Satan, 
Satan and humans, men and women, and humans and the land, to name a 
few. Pastor and reconciler Antoine Rutayisire comments:

When sin entered the world in Genesis 3, man was separated from God, sepa-
rated from himself (psychological problems), separated from his neighbour 
(social problems) and separated from nature (ecological problems). Those four 
levels of alienation are present wherever you find sin. If we are to preach the 
message of reconciliation to communities, we need to rediscover that message 
about sin, for sin is the dividing factor in every situation.27

Characteristics of Sin
Although more could be said regarding the repercussions of the fall, it is 

vital to provide categories delineating the scope of sin so the preacher can 
better grasp and communicate the realities of human pride and prejudice. 
Here are some key observations regarding sin.

Sin Is Total and Pervasive
The doctrine of total depravity has been heavily contested throughout 

church history. Yet we agree with R. C. Sproul’s distinction that “total deprav-
ity” is not to be confused with “utter depravity.” “Total depravity,” Sproul 
writes, “means that I and everyone else are depraved or corrupt in the totality 
of our being. There is no part of us that is left untouched by sin.”28 This is 
why Scripture uses the metaphor of yeast, which disperses within and leavens 
a loaf of bread (see Luke 12:1 and 1 Cor. 5:6–8). Given the scriptural teach-
ing regarding the prevalence of sin, it is not incorrect to assert that sin exists 
systemically, institutionally, and culturally. We will look at that in more detail 
below, but here’s the key: sin, in all its permutations, stretches its tentacles 
into every nook and cranny of each family, congregation, city, and nation.

26. For more on the consequences of the fall, see Bruce K. Waltke and Cathi J. Fredricks, 
Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2001).

27. Antoine Rutayisire, “Our Gospel of Reconciliation,” in Christ Our Reconciler: Gospel, 
Church, World: The Third Lausanne Congress on World Evangelization, ed. J. E. M. Cameron 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2012), 67.

28. R. C. Sproul, Essential Truths of  the Christian Faith (Wheaton: Tyndale, 1998), 148. 
Also see Bloesch, Essentials of  Evangelical Theology, 1:90–92.
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On the other hand, we join other theologians in affirming the role of com-
mon grace, understood as “the grace of preservation by which man’s rapacity 
is restrained. Indeed, if it were not for common grace, the world would fall 
into anarchy and disorder.”29

Sin Is an Act and a State
Sin entails a condition of “separation from God as well as a deliberate 

violation of his will.”30 Indeed, sin is a “lack of  conformity to the moral law 
of  God, either in act, disposition, or state.”31 It creates a vicious cycle in that 
it warps human nature in its being, which leads to a corrupt or perverted at-
titude or orientation toward God, which then fuels sinful actions and habits.

Sin Is Active (Commission) and Passive (Omission or Complicity)
In Genesis 4:7, God warns Cain: “Sin is crouching at your door; it desires 

to have you, but you must rule over it.” Accordingly, sin is “an active opposi-
tion to God, and a positive transgression of his law, which constitutes guilt.”32 
Scripture also portrays sin as having a passive side: “If anyone, then, knows 
the good they ought to do and doesn’t do it, it is sin for them” (James 4:17). 
Martin Luther King Jr. cautioned this when preaching to a predominantly 
Black audience: “We must learn that passively to accept an unjust system is to 
cooperate with that system, and thereby to become a participant in its evil.”33

Sin Is Individual and Social
We run across an illustration of individual sin when Cain murders Abel 

(Gen. 4).34 Social sin is any sin committed by more than one person or sin 
committed against more than one person. For instance, a large collection 
of people say, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches 
to the heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves” (Gen. 11:4). 
Other scriptural examples bear out the prevalence of social depravity on 
every level: the violence and anarchy displayed in the book of Judges or how 
prophets like Amos declare God’s judgment upon the nations surrounding 

29. Bloesch, Essentials of  Evangelical Theology, 1:91.
30. Bloesch, Essentials of  Evangelical Theology, 1:93.
31. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 233.
32. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 231.
33. Martin Luther King Jr., Strength to Love (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010), 7.
34. See Matthew D. Kim, “Preaching on Race in View of the Image of God,” in Ministers 

of  Reconciliation: Preaching on Race and the Gospel, ed. Daniel Darling (Bellingham, WA: 
Lexham, 2021), 4–6.
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Israel and upon Israel itself, due to their rampant idolatry and injustice. Dr. 
King saw it in the exodus narrative: “Egypt symbolized evil in the form of 
humiliating oppression, ungodly exploitation, and crushing domination.”35 
Taking into account the compounding effects of  sin, many theologians 
rightly contend sin is “systemic,” in that every society has institutions 
that “are designed by sinful humans who yield to the authority of Sin.”36 
Sin is also a cultural force in that it operates as “a comprehensive way of 
being and doing that is embedded in our structures of  meaning, morality, 
language, and memory.”37

Furthermore, we would be remiss if we failed to mention generational sin, 
which can be defined as “weaknesses or tendencies that are handed down to 
us through the generations from parents or members of our family. These sins 
can involve behavioral patterns and ways of thinking that keep us trapped in 
the past.”38 While passages like Ezekiel 18 indicate each person is responsible 
for his or her own personal sin, it is clear one generation can negatively in-
fluence another one; for instance, Cain and his descendant Lamech commit 
murder (Gen. 4), and Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob engage in deception (Gen. 
12, 26, and 27, respectively).

Sin Enslaves and Degrades Creation
Due to the curse God pronounced on the land (Gen. 3:17–18), “creation was 

subjected to frustration . . . [and] will be liberated from its bondage to decay” 
(Rom. 8:20–21). This will continue until God brings it “into the freedom and 
glory of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21). As will be seen when we explore 
the fifth movement— final creation— our salvation through Christ culminates 
in “the renewal of all things” (Matt. 19:28), a glorious new heaven coming 
down to a new earth (Rev. 21).

35. King, Strength to Love, 77. King observes, “Pharaoh stubbornly refused to respond 
to the cry of Moses. . . . This tells us something about evil that we must never forget, namely 
that evil is recalcitrant and determined, and never voluntarily relinquishes its hold short of a 
persistent, almost fanatical resistance” (77).

36. Heather Joy Zimmerman, “When Racism Becomes Mundane: Proclaiming a Holistic 
Hamartiology,” Journal of  the Evangelical Homiletics Society 20, no. 2 (September 2020): 
94–103, 99.

37. Duke L. Kwon and Gregory Thompson, Reparations: A Christian Call for Repentance 
and Repair (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2021), 42. Their definition refers to racism, but it is true 
of the other ‑isms as well.

38. Nan Brown Self, “What Is a Generational Sin?,” Crosswalk, July 2, 2018, https://www 
.crosswalk .com /family /parenting /what -  is -  a -  generational -  sin .html. For more information and a 
list of biblical texts, see Erwin W. Lutzer, “Are There Generational Sins and Curses?,” Moody 
Church Media, https://www .moodymedia .org /articles /are -  there -  generational -  sins -  and -  curses.
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Evil Forces Promote Sin
Although a wide variety of perspectives on spiritual warfare exist across 

Christian traditions, Scripture makes clear that “the rulers,” “authorities,” 
“powers of this dark world,” and “spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 
realms” (Eph. 6:12) contribute to individual and social sin. The Bible por-
trays the devil as our “enemy” who “prowls around like a roaring lion 
looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8), “has blinded the minds of 
unbelievers” toward the gospel (2 Cor. 4:4), and “masquerades as an angel 
of light” (2 Cor. 11:14). For example, Satan “incited David to take a census 
of Israel” (1 Chron. 21:1), tries to tempt Jesus to sin (Matt. 4:1–11), and 
“asked to sift” Simon Peter “as wheat” (Luke 22:31). While human beings 
are responsible for their sin, we must take the role of spiritual warfare into 
consideration.39

The Four -Isms

The aforementioned categories are concretized in the four ‑isms, which 
are sins signifying some of America’s most prominent and intractable rifts: 
ethnocentrism, classism, sexism, and partisan- political polarization. The 
first three have been labeled the “Galatians 3:28 triad” because Galatians 
3 pinpoints them as “examples of significant division in the world and the 
Church, both in the ancient world and at present.”40 Partisan polarization, 
while not explicitly mentioned in the Scriptures, is covered under the topics 
of “dissensions [and] factions” (i.e., warring parties; Gal. 5:20)41 or how “the 
rulers of the Gentiles lord it [authority] over” their opponents (Matt. 20:25). 
Keeping all this in mind, here are some definitions.

Ethnocentrism
Ethnocentrism is an idolatrous form of social sin in which one person or 

group holds an attitude of suspicion or superiority against another person 

39. In our opinion, Eastern and majority- world cultures tend to have more sensitivity to 
spiritual warfare than we do in the West.

40. Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 29. See also Michelle Lee- Barnewall, Neither Com‑
plementarian nor Egalitarian: A Kingdom Corrective to the Evangelical Gender Debate 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), 87–88; Timothy George, Galatians: An Exegetical 
and Theological Exposition of  Holy Scripture, New American Commentary 30 (Nashville: 
Holman, 1994), 284–85.

41. The Greek word for “factions,” hairesis, is used in Acts 5:17 to describe the Sadducees 
as a sect and in Acts 15:5 to describe the Pharisees as a sect. Both groups intermixed religion 
with political power to separate themselves from others in first- century Israel.
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or group specifically due to their real or perceived ethnicity.42 This posture 
commonly leads to expressions of exclusion, derision, scapegoating, violence, 
and systematic injustice, which are an affront to the holy Creator and his 
image- bearers. Among many scriptural examples that could be cited is the 
apostle Paul recounting how he rebuked Peter for his cowardice and hypoc-
risy in refusing to eat with gentiles (Gal. 2:11–21) after God’s will had been 
articulated in Acts 10–11.43

Classism
Classism is an idolatrous form of social sin in which one person or group 

holds an attitude of suspicion or superiority against another person or group 
specifically due to their real or perceived socioeconomic status or identity.44 
This includes elements such as “privilege, immigration or citizenship status, 
wealth, poverty, geography, education, socialization, and cultural factors.”45 
This posture commonly leads to expressions of exclusion, derision, scapegoat-
ing, violence, and systematic marginalization, which violate God’s character 
and that of his image- bearers. Scriptural illustrations include James 2, 1 Co-
rinthians 11, and Philemon, in which the apostle Paul challenges Philemon 
“to receive Onesimus back, not as a runaway slave, but as a ‘dear brother 
in the Lord’ (v. 16) . . . [because] the gospel has changed the nature of their 
relationship: their mutual bond in Christ now transcends their sociocultural 
identities of slave and master.”46

Sexism
Sexism is an idolatrous form of social sin in which members of one sex hold 

an attitude of suspicion or condescension against members of the opposite 

42. Here I (Paul) am building upon the definition provided by my coauthor: see Matthew D. 
Kim, Preaching with Cultural Intelligence: Understanding the People Who Hear Our Sermons 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 97.

43. Paul A. Hoffman, “Galatians,” in The Big Idea Companion for Preaching and Teaching: 
A Guide from Genesis to Revelation, ed. Matthew D. Kim and Scott M. Gibson (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2021), 499–505.

44. We do not believe classism should be summarily dismissed as a Marxist concept. Scripture 
predates Marxism and contains hundreds of passages admonishing those with wealth and power 
to treat those who are economically and socially disadvantaged with justice and generosity. For 
more on this, see appendix F.

45. Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 31. As will be shown in the next chapter, ethnicity and 
class are intertwined.

46. Paul A. Hoffman, “Philemon,” in The Big Idea Companion for Preaching and Teaching: 
A Guide from Genesis to Revelation, ed. Matthew D. Kim and Scott M. Gibson (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2021), 553.
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sex— real or perceived. This stance commonly leads to expressions of ex-
clusion, derision, and scapegoating, and intentional forms of intimidation, 
targeting, and even violence. This contradicts the righteousness of God and 
demeans his image- bearers. In this book, our discussion of sexism will be 
limited to male/female issues of church leadership, but we acknowledge that 
sexism can be a dimension of cultural clashes regarding gender identity: trans-
genderism, LGBTQ+, intersex, and other hot- button issues related to human 
sexuality. One text that addresses sexism is the apostle James commanding 
Christians “to look after orphans and widows in their distress” (James 1:27).47

Partisan Polarization
Partisan polarization is an idolatrous form of social sin called a “mega- 

identity,”48 in which members of one political group hold an attitude of sus-
picion or superiority specifically against members of another party— real or 
perceived. This posture commonly leads to expressions of exclusion (“negative 
sorting”), derision, scapegoating, and methodical retribution, which dishonor 
the almighty God and his image- bearers. One scriptural example is the tribal 
warring and posturing between the leaders (and their followers) within the 
church in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:10–17).

Summarizing Sin
Let’s be clear: it is our opinion that teachers and preachers cannot con-

structively address our divisions unless they tackle sin in a robust way. One 
of the criticisms of the evangelical movement— one that we affirm— is that 
all too often it has downplayed or minimized the effects of sin generally, and 
social sin specifically. There can be no true and lasting healing apart from an 
honest analysis and diagnosis of what ails us.

Alienation, however, is not the final movement in God’s story. Amid God’s 
response to sin (cf. Gen. 3:14–19) is a crucial promise: Eve’s “offspring” (or 
“seed”) “will crush” Satan (Gen. 3:15, cf. Rom. 16:20). Numerous scholars 
detect a foreshadowing of the gospel here. Eve’s descendant Jesus Christ will 
indeed “destroy the devil’s work” (1 John 3:8). Next, God doesn’t give the 
first sinners the full punishment they deserve— immediate death. He allows 

47. Craig Keener notes, “True religion involves defending the socially powerless (Exod. 
22:20–24; Ps. 146:9; Isa. 1:17). . . . Orphans and widows had neither direct means of support 
nor automatic legal defenders in that society.” Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: 
New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 693.

48. Lilliana Mason, Uncivil Agreement: How Politics Became Our Identity (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2018), 14.
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them to experience consequences, but not the full brunt. Significantly, God 
ejects them from the garden and so removes the opportunity to engage in the 
self- salvation project. That is, Adam and Eve are denied the chance to partake 
of “the tree of life,” which would rectify their rebellion and enable them to 
“eat, and live forever” (Gen. 3:22). Last, God clothes the first humans, which 
prefigures the future justifying work of Jesus Christ.

That brings us to the fourth movement: reconciliation.

Reconciliation

There is good news. “The Godhead initiates a rescue operation where the 
entire cosmos is to be redeemed and healed.”49 It commences openly when 
God invites Abraham into his reconciling mission through the formation of 
a special community, Israel, Yahweh’s “light for the Gentiles” (Isa. 49:1–7). 
Later, God sends Abraham’s promised descendant, Jesus Christ, to our desper-
ate and bleak planet. According to Matthew 1:23, he is “‘Immanuel’ (which 
means ‘God with us’).” He is absolutely unique: God “was pleased to have all 
his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things 
. . . by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross” (Col. 1:19–20). 
God’s “purpose” was to form “one new humanity” by having Jesus tear 
down “the dividing wall of hostility” between Jews and gentiles and so “to 
reconcile both of them to God through the cross” (Eph. 2:14–16).50 God’s 
“new creation”— his body, the church— has been granted “the ministry of 
reconciliation,” which includes spreading “the message of reconciliation” 
and serving as “Christ’s ambassadors” (2 Cor. 5:17–20).

Now, how does this relate to our divisions, and specifically, to the sins 
of ethnocentrism, classism, sexism, and partisan polarization? This brings 
to bear ecclesial life (ecclesiology). As Lesslie Newbigin asserts, each local 
church can serve as a “Hermeneutic of the Gospel.”51 Christ’s church is not 
an artifact, relic, or totem but rather “a living, dynamic, and diverse wit-
ness, a performative sign of God’s love.”52 We exist to reflect Christ’s image, 

49. Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 53.
50. As it relates to Israel, we are not advocating for what is sometimes called “replacement 

theology.” Instead, we concur with Michael Goheen’s sentiments: “It is not that the church is 
displacing Israel. Jesus is not founding a brand- new community. Rather, Israel itself is being 
purified and reconstituted. . . . Later, after the death and resurrection of Jesus, gentiles are in-
corporated into the history and life of Israel, and this becomes the new covenant community.” 
Goheen, A Light to the Nations: The Missional Church and the Biblical Story (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2011), 84.

51. Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 222.
52. Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 58.
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which is “the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). Because the body of Christ exists 
as a reconciled community who represent the kingdom of the triune God to 
the world, we must embody and proclaim the gospel of reconciliation first 
internally, then externally. That is, we must prioritize seeking to own this iden-
tity as a counterculture within the wider culture. It is unattainable to do this 
sinlessly, but we can strive to do it consistently. If we cannot, we have nothing 
to offer the outside world but a hypocritical, dysfunctional witness— which is 
no witness at all. It seems to us that too many congregations and Christians 
are devoting too much effort to policing (at its best, humbly critiquing, and 
at its worst, self- righteously haranguing) those outside the church— people 
who do not publicly identify as practicing Christ- followers— and not devoting 
enough effort to developing a thriving, wholistic culture marked by diversity 
within unity. How can the church call the world to surrender to the Prince of 
Peace while our congregations remain roiled by infighting and disunity? We 
must work hard to first eliminate the ‑isms plank from our own eye, so we 
may have clear enough vision to observe the speck in the world’s eye (cf. Matt. 
7:3–5). The reconciled and reconciling “one new humanity,” however, would 
be wise to heed Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s challenge to temper our expectations:

Christian brotherhood is not an ideal, but a divine reality. . . . By sheer grace, 
God will not permit us to live even for a brief period in a dream world. . . . He 
who loves his dream of a community more than the Christian community itself 
becomes a destroyer of the latter. . . . Because God has bound us together in 
one body with other Christians in Jesus Christ . . . we enter into that common 
life not as demanders but as thankful recipients.53

Ultimately, the church’s reconciling mission must be rooted in proclaim-
ing the cross of Jesus and grounded in the tenacious and practical love we 
corporately share in the Spirit (Col. 1:8). Thus, when it comes to preaching 
reconciliation, we must preach Christ— he is our mandate. And to preach 
Christ properly, we must ensure we live in him and for him, concretely, now and 
together. This is how the world will comprehend the gospel— God’s reconcil-
ing work through his Son in the power of the Spirit— until Jesus comes again.

Final Creation

The fifth movement in the reconciling narrative presented here is the final 
creation. God’s story climaxes with the restoration of communion between 

53. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1954), 26–28.
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God, his people, and creation. All is reconciled: fully connected to and reflect-
ing once again the life of the Trinity.54 This means salvation is fully social and 
material: the Bible concludes with the new Jerusalem, a resplendent garden- 
city that has been “cleansed of all suffering, tears, injustice, evil, and sin. 
. . . [It] will not only contain saved individuals— it will have a new humanity 
without violence and conflict, war and injustice.”55 How will this happen? 
God will bring about “the regeneration of the world. . . . The universe is not 
going to be destroyed, but rather liberated, transformed and suffused with 
the glory of God.”56

And who occupies the final creation? Revelation 7:9 sketches a stunning 
portrait of a “great multitude” of worshipers “from every nation, tribe, people 
and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb” (Rev. 7:9). 
Fascinatingly, the redeemed maintain their ethnicity: God does not whitewash 
them like eggs in a carton. Furthermore, presumably these are men and women 
who represented on earth a diversity of classes and socioeconomic statuses 
along with various political positions. Yet the focal point of this scene is our 
great Reconciler, Jesus Christ. Unity, not division, is God’s final word.

Implications and Definitions

It is paramount to underscore some implications of the reconciling narrative 
presented in this chapter. The purpose of preaching is not simply to identify 
our divisions but also to communicate the Scriptures in a way that cultivates 
reconciliation and unity. What are reconciliation and unity? To reconcile is 
to repair or mend a broken relationship, and it has two axes or horizons: the 
vertical and the horizontal. In the vertical or divine horizon, reconciliation 
is the gospel: it is the heart of the triune God’s story and plan to redeem and 
restore “all things” (Matt. 19:28). As for the horizontal or social axis, it oc-
curs when Christians bring forgiveness, healing, and justice into a situation 
marked by alienation and brokenness. While the primary agent of reconcili-
ation is God, in his grace and wisdom, he calls his people to join him on his 
mission.57 And we are convinced that reconciliation fosters unity. Unity is 

54. Some have termed it the “Beatific Vision,” where God’s people “can look beyond the veil 
and gaze directly upon the purity of God’s splendor.” Sproul, Essential Truths of  the Christian 
Faith, 282.

55. Timothy Keller, “The Sin of Racism,” Life in the Gospel, June 2020, https://quarterly 
.gospelinlife .com /the -  sin -  of -  racism.

56. John Stott, Romans: God’s Good News for the World (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1994), 241.

57. For more on agency, see Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 54–55.
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many diverse parts interconnected to form one body (1 Cor. 12) established 
by the cross (Eph. 2:11–22) through the power of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 
12:12–14).58 Unity is nourished and maintained through connection to Jesus, 
“the true vine” (John 15:1). Here’s the crux: unity is a reality that must be 
lived out for the world to see. Faithful heralds proclaim the gospel in order 
to produce this fruit.

This raises a second implication: to promote reconciliation and unity, 
preachers and teachers will take pains to proclaim the “four great equalizers” 
related to the reconciling narrative we presented above: the imago Dei, human 
sinfulness, the vast atoning love of Jesus Christ, and the final judgment.59 
Theologically speaking, these four biblical truths demonstrate that all humans 
are equal in God’s sight, and thus why “God does not show favoritism” (Rom. 
2:11), and hence why Christians “must not show favoritism” (James 2:1). If 
God’s people will embrace these equalizers and allow them to animate their 
witness, they will exemplify Christlike attitudes, such as humility, social inclu-
sion (or hospitality), identification, and mutuality, to name a few.60 Imagine 
what it would look like if God’s holy and chosen people embodied these values 
and postures and reflected them to our strife- ridden world!

Conclusion

We started this chapter with a question: Why preach? The answer lies in 
the theological dimension of our model. If the preacher fails to adequately 
engage theology— the story of God— he may produce shallow and ineffec-
tive sermons, ones that will not meaningfully address the sins of pride and 
prejudice feeding our divisions. This chapter has proffered grist for the mill 
by presenting a five- part reconciling narrative for understanding Scripture: 
Creator, first creation, alienation, reconciliation, and final creation. Without 
the Creator movement, neither preacher nor parishioners will comprehend 
the ultimate standard of reality: the harmonious relationality of the triune 
Godhead. Without the first creation stage, God’s purpose for the cosmos and 
humanity is unclear. Without the alienation movement, the communicator 
lacks the insight to identify and analyze the sins afflicting and polarizing 

58. Theologians label the supernatural and ontological connection Christians share “theo-
sis.” Ross Hastings explains: “This is the miracle of theosis, the union of Christ with his 
church. Note that this is a communal or specifically ecclesial reality, though it also related to 
each individual person in the community.” Hastings, Missional God, Missional Church: Hope 
for Re‑ Evangelizing the West (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 82.

59. See Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 84–89. More on this in chapter 7 below.
60. See Hoffman, Reconciling Places, 89–91.
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humanity. Without reconciliation, listeners are left in despair as the problem 
eclipses the solution— when in fact, God’s grace superabounds (Rom. 5:17) 
and is our only hope. And without the final creation element of the story, the 
homiletician forfeits giving her audience the perspective and motivation our 
guaranteed future imparts.

Yet theological exposition is only part of the paradigm. It must be ac-
companied by contextualization. A mature preacher will develop multiple 
intelligences— that is, learn to skillfully exegete the history, culture, and lived 
experience surrounding the congregation. Consequently, in the next chapter 
we will shift our attention from God’s story to the emplaced stories of his 
people.

Questions for Reflection

 1. Is there a particular hermeneutical framework (e.g., historical- grammatical, 
systematic- theological, redemptive- historical, Christocentric) you use to 
interpret the Scriptures? If so, where does it come from? How has it served 
you?

 2. Reflect on the reconciling narrative presented here. What are its strengths 
and weaknesses? How would you modify it? How might it sharpen your 
preaching when it comes to addressing our divisions, reconciliation, and 
unity?

 3. In what ways do you agree with the definitions of the four ‑isms (ethno-
centrism, classism, sexism, and partisanism) presented in this chapter? 
How do you disagree?

Practical Next Steps

 1. Review the sermons you delivered over the last six to twelve months. 
From a thematic standpoint, which topics do you tend to accentuate or 
lean toward: God’s nature, creation, the fall/sin, redemption, heaven? 
Which themes are underrepresented in your sermons? What passages 
or books (from the Old or New Testaments) have you preached from 
over the past six months to a year?

 2. Consider sketching a five- part sermon series employing the reconciling 
narrative. What biblical texts would you use?

The Theological Step
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