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Genesis 1:26-27: 

Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let 

them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the 

cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that 

creeps upon the earth.’  

So God created humankind in his image, 

   in the image of God he created them; 

   male and female he created them. 

**** 

 

In light of the shootings on Wednesday in Charleston, SC it is even more 

apparent that America has a race problem. We can stick our head in the sand and 

pretend that there isn’t a problem but we’re just lying to ourselves and to everyone 

around us.  We can walk around and say:  

- “I’m not racist. I don’t use the n-word.”  

- “I have a black friend. I voted for Obama.”  

- “Or I voted for McCain and Romney but I still recognize how much of a big 

deal it is that Obama was elected.”  

- “I know two Asian guys who I talk to once in a while.”  

- “I interact with Latinos all the time and I even support a pathway for 

citizenship for undocumented immigrants.” 

But just because we know a couple minorities and don’t use the n-word doesn’t 

mean that we’re not complicit in institutional racism.  

 

1 in 3 African American males will spend sometime in prison in their life and currently 1 

in 6 African American men are in prison. African Americans comprise nearly 40% of the 

prison population but only 13 percent of the general population. Together, African 

Americans and Hispanics make nearly 60% of the prison population but only 25% of the 

general population. There are more African American men incarcerated in the U.S. than 

the total prison populations in India, Argentina, Canada, Lebanon, Japan, Germany, 
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Finland, Israel and England combined.1 Contrast that with that fact that 1 in 30 white 

men are in prison.  

Whether we want to admit it or not there’s a race problem in our country.  

 

The poverty rate for white people is 10%, 27% for African Americans, and 24% for 

Hispanics. In the state of Michigan it’s 11% for white people, 34% for African 

Americans, and 28% for Hispanics. Nearly 40% of African American children live in 

poverty. 40%! 

Whether we want to admit it or not there’s a race problem in our country.  

 

And lest we think that our problem is limited to African Americans and Hispanics, think 

about the stereotypes we throw around like they’re no problem. All Asian people are 

smart and all Asian people are Chinese. All Native Americans are poor alcoholics. 

Everyone of Arab descent is an America hating Muslim. All Hispanic people are here 

illegally.  

Whether we want to admit it or not there’s a race problem in our country. 

 

The Confederate flag still flies over South Carolina. A flag that symbolizes a nation that 

split from the United States based on the issue of whether or not it was legal and 

justifiable to own other human beings. It’s not a symbol of history or heritage, it’s a 

symbol of hatred that flies over South Carolina. 

Whether we want to admit it or not there’s a race problem in our country. 

 

We lock the doors when we drive through certain parts of Holland or Grand Rapids.  

We react when we see people who aren’t white riding their bike down Central Ave. Do 

you think they live here?  

 

And sure, we’ll eat ethnic food. How can I be racist? Indian food is my favorite?  

And we’ll listen to rap music. How can I be racist? I love rap! 

                                                
1 www.huffingtonpost.com/antonio-moore/black-mass-incarceration-statistics_b_6682564.html 
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And we’ll go to Mexico for vacation...see I love Latin culture, I went to Mexico for 

vacation...but to an all-inclusive resort...frequented by predominantly white 

people...served by predominantly Mexican people. 

**** 

Listen...I know this is uncomfortable...I’m sure more than one of us is squirming a bit in 

our seat right now. Do you think I honestly want to get up here and point out issues we 

have around race in this country? I’m in a position of privilege as a straight middle 

class white guy. Do you think I really want to confess my complicity? That my family 

came here in the 1600s and probably owned slaves at one point? That I’ve both 

knowingly and unknowingly made racist comments before? That I make snap 

judgments at times, ones that I know are irrational and untrue. 

  

Of course I don’t want to address this! It’s hard and it’s messy and it means dealing with 

my own personal stuff in the midst of dealing with all of the institutional racism in our 

country.  

 

It’s easy as a white guy to pretend that the Civil Rights Act solved everything. It’s 

easy as a white guy to believe that by reading Martin Luther King, Jr. or listening to his 

sermons that I’m overcoming all of my issues around race.  

 

But God doesn’t call us to easy. God calls us to justice and to righteousness. 

**** 

And so we turn to Genesis 1:26-27 as our base, as the foundation for what it means to 

be human.  

 

In Genesis 1 we see God create humankind in God’s image. Humankind. As 

in...everyone. In God’s image. We aren’t created in the image of something God likes, 

or something God finds really cool but in God’s very image. We’re created in the image 

of God’s very self. 

 

So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them.  

 



“In the Image of God”                Rev. Eric Barnes 

Second Reformed Church                

6/21/2015 

Did you catch the extra emphasis there? It’s common in the Hebrew for phrases to be 

repeated in a reverse way. God created humankind in his image...in the image of God 

he created them. It certainly points to the fact that this is a very important concept. It’s 

easy to read over it if you just hear it once, but when it comes right back again you stop 

and take notice. 

 

Oh...in God’s image..that must be important, huh? And it doesn’t say that God created 

one race of humankind in his image...but all of humankind… 

 

That certainly has the power to change our ideas of what God looks like doesn’t it? 

 

God can’t really be an old white guy with a beard if God creates all of humankind 

in his image. I won’t venture into what God might look like, I’m not artistic enough, nor 

is this the place to get into a deep philosophical argument about what God looks like. 

But that thought is something to wrestle with, to sit with, to ponder and pray about.  

What does God look like if all of humankind is made in his image?  

 

And it’s also important that this takes place in Genesis 1...it sets the stage for the entire 

narrative of scripture. We see time and again our biases and prejudices confronted… 

 

Deuteronomy 10:17- For the LORD you God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the 

great God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe. 

 

When looking for the new king of Israel, God says to Samuel, ‘Do not look on his 

appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord 

does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks 

on the heart.’ (1 Samuel 16:7) 

 

Proverbs 22:2- The rich and the poor have this in common: the LORD is the maker of 

them all. This could very well read the African American and the Caucasian have this in 

common, or the Korean and the Latina have this in common….the LORD is the maker 

of them all. 
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The New Testament is ripe with references… 

 

In Acts 10, Peter says to a crowd of Gentiles, ‘I truly understand that God shows no 

partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable 

to him.  

 

In Galatians 3, There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there 

is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 

 

And when you get into James, there’s certainly very little beating around the bush as to 

what God has to say about showing partiality and regarding certain groups as better 

than others… 

 

From James 2: 

My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favouritism really believe in our 

glorious Lord Jesus Christ? For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into 

your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, and if you take notice 

of the one wearing the fine clothes and say, ‘Have a seat here, please’, while to the one 

who is poor you say, ‘Stand there’, or, ‘Sit at my feet’, have you not made distinctions 

among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts? Listen, my beloved brothers 

and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs 

of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love him? But you have dishonoured 

the poor. Is it not the rich who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court? Is it 

not they who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you? 

  You do well if you really fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, ‘You shall 

love your neighbour as yourself.’ But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are 

convicted by the law as transgressors.  

 

Pretty clear isn’t it? But if you show partiality, you commit sin...if you show racism, you 

commit sin...if you show bigotry, you commit sin 
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And why? Why is this sin? Why is it so important to call this out? Why is it so important 

to read these verses that remind us of God’s impartiality? 

 

God created humankind in his image...in the image of God he created them… 

 

When we act with partiality...or racism...or bigotry...we act against the very image of 

God present in our neighbor. 

 

When we speak poorly of an entire race...we speak poorly of an entire group of people 

created in the image of God… 

 

When we fail to act to address the bigotry we see around us...we fail to address bigotry 

against the very image of God… 

 

Brothers and sisters in Christ, silence is not an option...being a bystander is not an 

option...throwing up our hands and doing nothing is not an option 

 

Acts of racism are acts against the very image of God…. 

 

We need to confront our biases and own up to our prejudices...we need to look at our 

language, how we speak about other people, how we speak to other people, and ferret 

out the ways in which we subtly or not so subtly show partiality.  

 

Whether we want to believe it or not, racism is still alive and well in America. And 

even if we don’t make our bias known through our words or actions...sometimes what 

we don’t say and what we don’t do speaks volumes. Our silence can be deafening. 

 

Our silence can be deafening. 

 

Brothers and sisters we need to speak up. This is not a liberal or conservative problem. 

This is not a Democratic or Republican problem. It is not an RCA or CRC problem, a 

First Reformed or Second Reformed problem. This is a human problem. An image of 



“In the Image of God”                Rev. Eric Barnes 

Second Reformed Church                

6/21/2015 

God problem. And so we cannot be silent. We can’t sit on our hands and hope that 

things will change. We can’t close our eyes and stop up our ears and pretend the 

problem doesn’t exist or that we don’t have a part in it.  

 

We need to say that there is no room in our churches and our nation for bigotry and 

racism. There is no room for bias and maltreatment based on race and ethnicity. There 

is no room for violence done against people merely because of the color of their skin. 

 

We are the image bearers of God. Our African American brothers and sisters are 

image bearers of God. Our Hispanic brothers and sisters are image bearers of God. Our 

Asian American brothers and sisters are image bearers of God. Our Arab-American 

brothers and sisters are image bearers of God. All of the people around us near and far, 

are image bearers of God. 

 

One of the confessions that our church upholds is the Belhar Confession. The Belhar 

came out of South Africa during the height of apartheid, during the height of racial 

injustice there. It is still very convicting in America in 2015. The Belhar speaks of the 

unity of the church in Christ. It also speaks of the need to stand with those who are 

oppressed. As I read through it this week this particular passage stood out to me: 

 

“We believe that the church must therefore stand by people in any form of suffering and 

need, which implies, among other things, that the church must witness against and 

strive against any form of injustice, so that justice may roll down like waters, and 

righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.” 

 

So if we claim to love God, we need to love our neighbors, the very image bearers of 

God. We need to use our voices to call out bias and bigotry. We need to use our hands 

to work towards justice and peace.  

 

We need to use our hearts to remind ourselves and those around us that God 

created humankind in his image...in the image of God he created them. 
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