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The Biblical Story 
 

Growing Up in the Church 

I grew up a church rat.  Every time the lights came on, I was there.  I attended my first worship service 

when I was a month old.  My family rarely missed a Sunday.  By the time I reached my teens I was 

participating in at least five church programs a week.   

 

During those years I learned a ton of Bible stories.  I wrestled with theological concepts like the trinity, 

the divinity and humanity of Christ, the end times, heaven and hell and who goes where, the inerrancy 

of the Bible, and the role of the Holy Spirit.  I absorbed morality statements and struggled to memorize 

scripture verses that supported them.  I fought to obey the rules and participate in the rituals, and I only 

weakly pushed back in rebellion. 

 

All that time in the church and I have no recollection of anyone ever sitting down with me and saying, 

“Here is the story of the Bible from start to finish.”  I knew it was one long story.  I remember teachers 

marveling at how “even though it spans thousands of years and was written by hundreds of authors it is 

one story inspired by God—God’s love letter to us.” But I can’t recall anyone ever following that up with, 

“And here is how that story goes.  Once upon a time…”   

 

It seems odd to me now:  if our understanding of God has at its foundation in a book of stories, 

shouldn’t we spend a lot of time debating, discussing, and analyzing the narrative as a whole and how 

we, the church, fit into it?  But we didn’t.  Instead, we looked at the trees and never stepped back to 

take in the whole forest.  Now I understand what a huge problem this is.  How we understand the big 

picture of the Bible changes everything.  It shapes our understanding of God, humanity, salvation, and 

what it means to be a Christ follower.   

 

 

The Wrong Story 

After eighteen years of weekly Sunday school lessons, Wednesday night Bible studies, and sermons I had 

subconsciously pieced together a narrative for myself.  Sadly how I understood the narrative was wrong; 

and consequently I misunderstood God and the world He created.  Here is how my makeshift version of 

the story went: 

 

God created a perfect world.  Everything was absolutely awesome.  He gave us an incredible garden to 

live in.  We were naked.  There were animals everywhere.  And God just walked around and chilled with 

us in the cool of the morning.  Then we (humanity via Adam and Eve) messed it all up because we could 

not follow the only rule that God set forth.  To keep the garden perfect God had established one 

limitation:  “Do not eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.”  We did not listen and 

couldn’t keep our hands off of the magic tree.  But it was not totally our fault.  A sneaky snake tricked us 

into eating the fruit.   Breaking God’s rules was called “sin.”  Justifiably, God was angry when He found 
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out we had eaten His special fruit, so He kicked us out of His perfect garden to wander the earth without 

Him. 

 

I was taught that God’s anger was completely understandable.  He gave us everything with only one rule 

and we could not even keep it.   Shortly after, Cain murdered Abel and humanity spiraled out of control. 

God’s anger reached its climax with the story of Noah and the Ark.   In Sunday school the story was told 

in a way that depicted God as a father blowing up at his whining loud kids two-thirds of the way into a 

long car ride.  God just couldn’t stand his rule breaking kids any longer so He flooded the whole world 

and started over with just Noah’s family. 

 

After God got the world back on track, the main storyline paused for Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph.  

They were simply classic stories that supported the rituals and rules all good Christians should live by, 

but they were not necessary for the big picture of the narrative.  Abraham almost sacrificed Isaac, which 

taught us to have faith that God will come through in the end.  Jacob triumphed over Esau, which taught 

us that God already has everything mapped out.  Joseph had a cool multi-colored coat and was wrongly 

imprisoned for it, and his story taught us to run away from naked women who want to sleep with you 

and, that even when things are dark, God will bring about the right ending.  But these were all side plots, 

not the main story line. 

 

In my mind, the main plot picked back up in Exodus with the story of Moses and God’s rescue of Israel 

from Egyptian slavery.  After passing through the Red Sea—a good story when we want God to defeat 

our enemies—God brought His people to a mountain where He continued His role as the rule-giving 

father by passing out the Ten Commandments.  The Big Ten were the most important rules to follow 

and rituals to perform.  These were to go on every Christian’s Important-Things-to-Remember list, and 

our relationship with God depended on keeping them.  That is why we hung them in every Sunday 

school class and hallway, and when we could get away with it we even put them up in public places like 

courthouses and school buildings.   There were a lot of other rituals and rules that complimented the Big 

Ten; but the Ten were the ones God really wanted us to focus on (which was good because 

Deuteronomy, Leviticus, and Numbers were boring).   If we wanted to make Him happy and consider 

ourselves His followers, then we needed to live by these ten things. 

 

Of course Israel did not follow the Big Ten, not to mention all of the complimentary rituals and rules.   

God got angry again, and since this time the people were homeless nomads with no garden from which 

to evict them, God made them wander in the desert for forty years. 

 

Then came Joshua who was an awesome warrior.  God loved Joshua because Joshua followed all of 

God’s rituals and rules.  The primary evidence given for this understanding of Joshua’s character and 

role in the narrative was Joshua’s statement, “As for me and my house we will serve the Lord” (Joshua 

24:15).1  So Joshua fought the battle of Jericho and the people moved into the Promised Land.  Again, as 

in the garden, all should have been right with the world.  God had established the ground rules—in 

                                                             
1 That is another one of those quotes from the Bible, like the Ten Commandments, that seemed to be everywhere.   
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much greater detail this time—and the people were safe at home in the Promised Land where all their 

needs would be taken care of.  All they had to do was obey and everything would be great.   

 

Israel’s first years in the Promised Land contained more classic side stories—like the ones in Genesis—

which affirmed the rituals and rules we lived by.  Gideon tested God and won a battle by smashing some 

clay pots and blowing some trumpets, which taught us that God will fight our battles and it is okay to 

test Him if you have a fleece handy.  Samson got a haircut because a horrible woman seduced him but 

he kicked everyone’s butts in the end when his hair grew back, which again taught us to avoid tricky 

women who want to sleep with us.  There was this little kid named Samuel who heard God talking to 

him at night, which taught us to listen close because God likes to whisper.  And finally Saul—who was 

different than Saul/Paul in Acts—was a bad king because he did not obey.2  All of these great tales were 

simply footnotes in the primary narrative.   

 

Of course, the main plot resumed with King David.  I was taught repeatedly that David was a man after 

God’s own heart.  I interpreted this meant that David wanted to follow all of God’s rituals and rules.  

Sometimes he messed up, like the whole Bathsheba debacle, but overall his heart was in the right place.  

Because David had the right intentions and was courageous, God did incredible things through him like 

killing the giant Goliath and he became a great king.  The overall message I took away was, “As long as 

your heart is in the right place, you might mess up but God will still use you.”  This was my 

understanding of grace:  God would overlook my failures as long as I said I was sorry.   

 

After David everything in the narrative spiraled downward.  No one followed God’s rituals and rules, and 

for a third time God got righteously angry and justly kicked everyone out.  This time the eviction was 

called the Exile.  The story of the Exile began with God giving the people fair warning.  Through the 

prophets God explained to Israel that the Exile was coming because God was furious with their 

disobedience.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
2
 Saul also taught us another important lesson:  God likes to use placeholders to sit in while He is preparing 

something bigger and better.  The Old Testament was a placeholder for the New, and Saul was a placeholder for 
King David. 
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The prophets also told the people that God was going to start over.  He was coming to earth Himself.  

After multiple failures on our part, He recognized He needed a different strategy.  This time He was 

going to meet with us in person and straighten everything out.  We were like kids whose mom told them 

to clean their room.  She kept coming in to check and the room was never clean.  Finally in 

disappointment and anger she yelled, “Fine!  I’ll do it myself!”  Strangely this had been his plan from the 

beginning of time.3   There were little classic tales with moral lessons interspersed through the 

prophets—like Jonah and the fish; Ezra and Nehemiah and the Law; Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego 

and Nebuchadnezzar’s furnace; Daniel and the lions—but the main thrust was that God was about to do 

something new and cool and weird. 

 

Of course this is where Jesus comes in—the culmination of the narrative and the whole point of it all in 

the first place.  He was God who became a man and walked among us.  He showed us what life could be 

like if we would follow all the rituals and rules, which were really different than we thought.  All of that 

temple stuff, and festivals, and rules about what’s clean and unclean—those weren’t important after all. 

If we would live righteously, whatever that meant, there was amazing power available to us that could 

move mountains.  He also issued a new challenge.  We were to be telling others about how awesome a 

relationship with God was so that they could come to heaven with us when they died.  This was the 

abundant life Jesus promised. 

 

The climax of the story was Jesus’ death.  Through the crucifixion Jesus took the punishment for all the 

ways we sinned against God.   The primary metaphor I was taught was that of a courtroom.  We were on 

trial.  God the Father was the judge.  The Devil was the prosecuting attorney.  Our case looked hopeless.  

There was a mountain of evidence stacked against us—our sin.  We deserved to be punished and cast 

out for all the ways we had disappointed the Father; but this time the eviction would be permanent.  

Our final punishment would be eternity in a burning pit of terrible fire.  Then, unexpectedly, Jesus 

stepped into the courtroom and declared, “I will take their punishment!”  He saved us by taking all of 

the Father’s anger and wrath onto Himself.    Just as the Father was about to render His verdict, Jesus 

stepped in and proclaimed us innocent. 

 

With Jesus’ sacrifice a new life was possible if we agreed to give our lives to Him in exchange for Him 

accepting our punishment.  Knowing we couldn’t handle the new and improved rituals and rules by 

ourselves, He would empower us to follow them as closely as possible.  Jesus did this both because He 

                                                             
3  As a kid piecing this all together, here is where things got weird for me.  If this was God’s plan from the 
beginning, why did He keep repeating this cycle of giving rituals and rules he knew that Israel could not keep and 
then punish them for not keeping them?  It seemed bizarre and cruel.  When I brought this up in college I was told, 
“His ways are not out ways.”  But there was a new explanation added to it as well:  Glory!  This crazy repeating 
cycle of God giving rules, us breaking rules, Him punishing us, and then giving us a second chance, in some weird 
way displayed His glory.  The whole drama was designed by Him to show us that He was just.  He needed it to 
teach us that He would punish our sins, but that He was also merciful and would give us second chances up to a 
certain point.  I couldn’t help but think that there would be better ways to go about delivering that message.  But I 
learned to burry these questions, that they were not welcome in church.  It didn’t matter how faithful a church rat 
I was.  I felt stupid bringing them up so I swallowed them.  After all, who was I to question God’s strategy?  “His 
ways” and all of that… 
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loved us and because it brought Him more glory.  With our salvation came freedom from death and the 

pain of hopeless wandering outside the moral boundaries of the rituals and rules.  This was the Good 

News, or “the Gospel”.   

 

Following Jesus’ story in the biblical narrative there came a ton of examples about how Christians—

people who had given their lives to Jesus—were working to live out the rituals and rules and tell others 

that they did not have to go to Hell, that they can go to Heaven because of what Jesus did.  From the 

very beginning these new Christians attended church worship services, met in small groups in homes, 

studied the Bible, ate big meals together, and didn’t drink, have sex before marriage, smoke, or dance.4   

Most of all, these model Christians told others about Jesus.  God wanted everyone to know the Good 

News and it was our job to tell everyone we met.   

 

Paul, of course, was the model example of this life.  Above all others, he understood what it meant to 

live as a Christian.  He was a kick butt evangelist who planted more churches than anyone else in history.  

He even wrote these incredibly deep and complex letters that explained how to live by rituals and rules.  

Unfortunately, they are difficult for us to understand because Paul was so amazingly brilliant.  Therefore 

when we study them we need to pick them apart word by word to grasp their true meaning.  It is also 

really helpful if one speaks Greek and owns commentaries written by really smart people like Paul.   

 

The story of the Bible for me ended with this weird and crazy book:  Revelation—or Revelations—or the 

Revelations—I was never certain.  This was a wild book full of dragons and people getting tattoos on 

their foreheads and important numbers like 666 or 777.  The main point of the book was that a day was 

coming when God would end the game of life and punish everyone for their sins, but only after all of the 

real Christians disappeared in the Rapture, leaving confusing friends and family to wonder where they 

had gone.5  If by that point you did not given your life to Jesus you would have to pay for your own sins 

and spend eternity in a lake of fire where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.  If you had given 

your life over to Jesus and proved it by struggling to follow the rituals and rules, then you got to go to 

Heaven and spend eternity in a super awesome worship service.  Jesus followers win.  The Devil and 

everyone who didn’t listen will burn.  Yeah God’s team!  You better be on it. 

 

That was the story for me, pieced together from all the sermons, Sunday school lessons, and Wednesday 

night Bible studies.  The collage that emerged was a picture of a God who has rituals and rules we need 

to follow stay in relationship with Him.  He cannot stand to be around rule breakers, also known as 

sinners, because He is pure and rule breaking slackers make Him angry and we are incapable of 

following the rituals and rules.  This was proven by the cycle of our failure that God orchestrated to 

teach us that He is awesome and we are not.  Jesus, God in human form, came to take the punishment 

we deserve.  If we struggle to live as a good Christian by following the rituals and rules with all our might 

(even though we know we will never succeed), depend on Jesus’ help, and tell others to do the same we 

will escape the punishment of eternal fire we deserve and instead live in Heaven forever with Jesus. 

                                                             
4 “Do not dance” maybe…that one was debatable. 
5 (and what to do with their clothes (those of the Raptured) since apparently they left them) 
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That is the story I put together during my years as a church rat.  Sadly, much of it is wrong.  Even more of 

it, while containing kernels of truth, is tainted by the all of the subtle ways in which it distorts the 

Gospel. 

 

 

Disenfranchised 

In college, life in the church got messy for me.  I remained a church rat.   I led Bible studies in the dorms.  

I attended a super aggressive evangelical church that had an urgent need to share Jesus with the whole 

world right now.  I learned to raise my hands in worship.  I experimented with speaking in tongues and 

other weird Christian-y things.  I made several attempts at intensifying my relationship with Jesus 

through new disciplines—like trying to wake up at 5 a.m. every morning to pray or fasting weeks at a 

time.  My life in college revolved around weekly Bible studies, one-on-one accountability meetings with 

small group leaders, and strategy sessions focused on winning for Jesus the campus of the Christian 

university I attended. 

 

But at the same time, rituals and rules that were once black and white started to turn grey.  Was secular 

music really bad?  How come when I turned eighteen watching rated-R movies suddenly wasn’t sinful?  

Can I do homework on Sunday or is that working on the Sabbath?  And what is the deal with alcohol?  

No drinking?  Some drinking but no drunkenness?  Are wine and beer the same because wine seems 

much classier?  And how far is too far with a girl?  At what point do I start making God angry with that 

because it is a line that I am willing to get close to?   

 

It was painful to go grey while still trying to maintain my church rat status.   Questioning the rules 

resulted in guilt and shame.   And each new ritual I adopted—the new Bible studies, new ways to pray, 

new tricks like fasting or meditation or confession—brought along with it exhaustion and burn-out.  It 

was a season of life filled with failure and frustration. 

 

Many of my friends going through similar struggles simply gave up and walked away from church 

altogether.  But I went a different route.  Instead of leaving the church, I dug in even deeper.  I had a 

deep need to fix it…or fix me?  I didn’t understand what was broken but for me walking away was never 

a solution.  So I threw myself into church world and became an Associate College Pastor.   

 

With each church I worked for I found three constants:  I  loved the work, I love the congregants, and I 

loved my fellow staff members.  But the deeper in I dug, the more I began to see the institution  a 

completely different light.  There were lots of conversations about how we could better manipulate the 

emotional flow of worship services, or how we could better arrange the chairs so more people could fit 

into the room, or how we could convince the people to invite their friends to Sunday mornings, or how 

the small groups could be designed to attract “lost people.”   Slowly I became disenfranchised.      

 

It was then that I went on a search for God.  I questioned everything about Him I thought I knew.  

Through the lens of guilt, shame, exhaustion, burn-out, failure, frustration, and disenchantment the 
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Bible reads very differently.  It was there at the bottom that I met Jesus again.   And He was not who I 

thought He was.   

 

 

Retelling the Story 

Let me now retell you the biblical story how I currently understand it.   

 

In the beginning God created a good world.  It wasn’t perfect, unchanging, or complete.  It was good, 

with room for growth, development, and more creation.  God founded this world with three 

relationships. 

 

First and most important was our relationship with God.  He was our loving Father and we were created 

to be His devoted children.  His role was to teach us, speak to us, and care for us.  Our role was to learn 

from Him, listen to Him, and follow His lead.  Our relationship with Him was not static.  It was dynamic.  

It was to grow, mature, and deepen as we came to know Him more.  And it was not defined by rules and 

rituals.   It was defined by unconditional love in which God continuously showed us He loves us by 

providing for us and seeking what was best for us.  We returned His embrace by seeking to know Him, 

trying to imitate His love, and continuously acknowledging our need for Him and His love for us.  Later in 

the story being in this kind of relationship with God would be called “righteousness” – right relationship 

with God. 

 

From our relationship with God flowed our relationship with one another.  He meant for us to transfer 

the love He showed us into our interactions with one another.  Although we were individuals, we were 

all connected, from the same flesh and bone—designed to be one another’s help-mates.  It was not 

good for us to be alone.  Rather we were created to be our brother’s keeper, sacrificially seeking what 

was best for others over what was best for ourselves.    Later in the story living out this relationship with 

one another would be termed “justice.” 

 

The third and final foundational relationship was our relationship with the world.  In the beginning the 

land was a beautiful garden and we were the gardeners.  God, the loving creator, gave us this amazing 

place to care for as He cared for us.  Again, this care was not simply about maintaining the perfect status 

quo by keeping all the rituals and rules.  It demanded that we nurture an ever evolving, ever developing 

world—that the land itself was a character in this story.  From the beginning He encouraged us to create 

and take ownership in the process, by lining the animals up in front of us and telling us to name them 

(Genesis 2).  We were to imitate His love and treat the land as He treated us. 

 

The relationships built on one another.   Justice was only possible if righteousness was present.  Caring 

for the world was only possible in an atmosphere of righteousness and justice.  God, us, and the land all 

intertwined in good, growing relationships of love.  That is how the narrative begins.  

 

Then tragedy struck.  With the bite of a piece of fruit we cast God aside.  When we understand these 

three interconnect relationships, the Fall and subsequent events make much more sense.  Rather than 
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viewing the eaten fruit as a broken rule, we are able to see it as Adam and Eve rejecting the necessity of 

a relationship with God.  Not only did they breach God’s trust, but they sought to replace Him; the 

snake’s temptation was, “Your eyes will be opened and you will be like God.”  God did not discover 

Adam and Eve’s rebellion by checking on the tree.  He discovered their rebellion because it affected the 

way they related to Him: they hid from Him and they knew they were naked.  This was our sin and our 

sin sent the three fundamental relationships into chaos. 

 

The stories directly following tell of the disintegration of our relationship with God and therefore our 

descent into unrighteousness.  Adam and Eve had to leave the garden.  This was not a punishment.  It 

was a consequence of unrighteousness.  Injustice was born when Cain killed his brother Abel and the 

land cried out.   Soon the whole world was spiraling away from the three relationships they were 

created to have.  God tried for a fresh start by flooding the world and sparing Noah’s family but right 

after the waters receded Noah was drunk, naked, and cursing his son.  Then everyone got together and 

tried to build a tower that would reach God and demonstrate that we didn’t need Him so He scrambled 

our language in hopes the chasm between us and Him would not deepen. 

 

To be clear, these stories at the beginning of the narrative do not show God giving rules and the people 

breaking them.  Rather these stories show humanity rejecting God by pursuing their own desires instead 

of seeking relationship with Him.  They replaced Him with other things—or at least trying to split 

devotion between Him and other things, which is basically the same thing.   God loves.  We reject Him.  

That is how the story begins. 

 

What is God’s response to all of this rejection?   

 

He pursues us.  He is on a mission to win us back.  He seeks to restore the three relationships.  He work 

to show us that He loves us and calls us to love Him in return; He urges us to love our neighbor as we 

love ourselves; and it is still our job to take care of creation God, us, and the land all intertwined in good, 

growing relationships of love—that is abundant life.  The story of the Bible is about a God who gives 

everything—even his own life—to pursue his creation.    His mission statement can be found in his 

words to Abraham in Genesis 12. 

 

Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from 

your father's house, to the land which I will show you; and I will make you a great nation, and I 

will bless you, and make your name great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those 

who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse.   And in you all the families of the 

earth will be blessed.”  Genesis 12:1-3 

 

God chose one family through which the world would come to know Him, see His love, and return to 

living in right relationship with Him, one another, and creation.   The Old Testament is the saga of that 

family—from Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph to Moses and Joshua to the judges to David, Solomon, 

and the kings to Jonah, Ezra, Nehemiah, Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego, and Daniel to the prophets who 



  9 

say that this family is going to birth the consolation of the world—and God’s pursuit of them even 

though they so often got it wrong.   

 

We aren’t told that Abraham led Isaac up the hill so we too will have faith.  That moment is the climax of 

a heart wrenching story of Abraham struggling to trust the word of this living God who is on a crazy 

mission to restore the world to relationship with Himself, and that He plans to do it through the very 

boy who Abraham nearly sacrificed.  And Joseph’s story was not told to teach us to run away from naked 

women.  God’s chosen family was falling apart.  Jealous of Jacob’s favoritism toward Joseph, rather than 

living justly, Joseph’s brothers threw him in a pit to die.  But God’s mission would not be deterred, so He 

followed Joseph to Egypt and by the end of Joseph’s story the family was reunited, reconciled, and once 

again moving toward right relationship with God and each other.  And many lives were saved.  Gideon’s 

story is not about acceptable procedures in testing God.  Gideon is the story of a man struggling with 

God’s calling to lead the Israelites out of idolatry and oppression and back to God.  And the story of 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego is not simply a classic tale to teach us courage.  It is the story of 

three young men who are so devoted to their relationship with God that not even death by fire will 

compromise them.    

 

So much for side plots!  The Bible is one story, full of God working through imperfect heroes, 

unintentional villains, and deep human interaction.  The moral lessons are not the point of the narrative.  

Rather, each episode serves to enliven and enrich our understanding of God, the one who lovingly and 

faithfully pursues a people who reject Him and oppress one another.    

 

Seeing the narrative as a whole also allows us to see the rituals and rules in their proper place.   The 

rituals and rules were neither the point nor the goal, and Israel’s relationship with God was not 

dependent on them.  And neither is ours.  They are, rather, tools.  To understand this we need to go 

back to Genesis 17—the moment when God gave Abraham his first ritual. 

 

Remember, in Genesis 12 God called Abraham and explained that He was beginning a mission to restore 

right relationship between Himself, us, and the land.  God told Abraham that Abraham’s family would be 

the vehicle for that mission.  At that point there were no rituals given to Abraham to follow.  There were 

no rules to obey.  Abraham simply had to trust and seek God.   

 

By Genesis 15, however, Abraham still did not have a son.  , So in an effort to help God fulfill His 

promises, he resigned himself to adopting one of his slaves as an heir.  But God reaffirmed with 

Abraham the mission.  In Genesis 16, Abraham, trying again to help God out, agreed with his wife’s 

suggestion to have a child with one of her slaves.   This move created a big mess and a lot of frustration 

in Abraham’s family.   That is where Genesis 17 begins. 

 

When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to him and said, “I am God 

Almighty; walk before me and be blameless.  I will confirm my covenant between me and 

you and will greatly increase your numbers.”   Abram fell facedown, and God said to him, “As for 

me, this is my covenant with you:  You will be the father of many nations.  No longer will you be 
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called Abram; your name will be Abraham, for I have made you a father of many nations.  I will 

make you very fruitful; I will make nations of you, and kings will come from you.  I will establish 

my covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants after you 

for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your descendants after you.  The 

whole land of Canaan, where you are now an alien, I will give as an everlasting possession to you 

and your descendants after you; and I will be their God.”   Then God said to Abraham, “As for 

you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to 

come.  This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to 

keep: Every male among you shall be circumcised.  You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be 

the sign of the covenant between me and you.”  Genesis 17:1-11 

 

Even before God was going to remind Abraham that He would be faithful to their relationship—and he 

does at the end of the chapter by explaining to Abraham that Sarah was going to bear his heir—God 

gave Abraham the ritual of circumcision.6 From this moment between God and Abraham there are a few 

things we learn about the place of rituals and rules in the narrative: 

 

First, rituals and rules are a gift from God not a burden to suffer under God did not say to Abraham, “Oh 

and by the way, I really want you to be circumcised.  Faith was a good start, but it was just the 

beginning.  Now that we have this relationship going, it’s time to get into the meat of it so I’m going to 

start laying down some ground rules.”  No.   What God said to Abraham was, “I am going to do all these 

amazing things for you because I am the Living God that loves and I am on a mission.  All you need to do 

is live in that truth.”  But Abraham doubted.   In response to Abraham’s doubt, God gave Abraham a sign 

that would be a reminder of what God had promised, and with that sign came the ritual that all of 

Abraham’s household down through the generations would follow in order to remember.   All rituals 

and rules are this way.  They are gifts to remind us of who God is and who He has promised He will be.7 

 

Second, the rituals themselves do not please God.  God didn’t give Abraham the ritual of circumcision 

because for some strange reason God liked Abraham circumcised better.   God gave Abraham the ritual 

to help Abraham.  This is what Jesus meant when He said, “The Sabbath [a ritual] was made for man, not 

man for the Sabbath.”  (Mark 2:27)    We misuse them when we think that God loves us less when we do 

not observe them.  Rituals and rules don’t please God.  Living in right relationship with God, each other, 

and the land pleases God.   And trying to earn God’s favor only ends in guilt and shame.  His love and 

acceptance of us is not based on the things we do.   

 

                                                             
6 As it turns out, this ritual becomes a fine case study of just how fine the line is between ritual as overburdening 
law and ritual as a tool to intimacy with God.  It is such a powerful symbol that its specific purpose lasts the whole 
narrative and even becomes the source of a major debate for the early church.  Paul rails against it precisely 
because following the ritual became so convoluted as to actually inhibit relationship with God and Israel’s call to 
bless all nations. 
7 When they become burdens that birth exhaustion and burn-out, we are misusing them—which is precisely what I 
did in college when I was trying to figure all of this out. 
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Finally, the rituals and rules are not the point.  When we make them the point we turn them into an 

idol—something that takes the place of God in our lives.  Paul spent a lot of time explaining this in 

Romans.  Paul said that Abraham was not saved by obedience to the Law (the rituals and rules).  

Abraham was saved by faith through grace.  Although Abraham lived in rejection of God’s lordship, God 

pursued relationship with Him anyway.  Abraham devoted Himself to God, he believed in faith that 

there is only one God, and it was credited to him as righteousness. (Romans 4:3).  The ritual of 

circumcision had nothing to do with Abraham’s restoration to relationship with God, with Abraham’s 

salvation.  The ritual was only a tool given to Abraham for Abraham’s benefit.  But over and again 

through the biblical narrative the people of God make the rituals and rules into idols by elevating them 

to a position they were never intended to have.    Paul said this approach can only end in death.  There is 

only one God.  He loves us and wants a relationship with us.  To have it was must devote ourselves to 

Him and to loving as He loves.  The rituals and rules are simply tools.  When we begin to think that our 

relationship with God is dependent on us performing them, we are misusing them. 

 

This was one of the primary messages of the prophets.  The constantly chastised Israel for focusing too 

much on the rituals and rules and forgetting completely about God.  The message of the prophets was, 

“You are ignoring your relationship with God (righteousness) and with one another (justice) in the 

pursuit of phony righteousness and hallow justice through rules and rituals.”  Amos, one of the first 

prophets to write, wrote exactly that: 

 

"I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies.  Even though you bring 

me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them.  Though you bring choice 

fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them.  Away with the noise of your songs! I will not 

listen to the music of your harps.  But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-

failing stream!”  Amos 5:21-24 

 

Again, the problem was not disobedience to rituals and rules.  The problem was that God’s people tried 

to find righteousness outside of relationship with God and forgot about justice all together.  This 

brought about idolatry and oppression.  Because they were not living in sole devotion to God, they could 

not love Him or one another as He has created them to do. 

 

So how did God respond to the people’s rejection of Him?  He simply gave them what they wanted—a 

life without Him.  The prophet Isaiah explained this with the illustration of a vineyard: 

 

“I will sing for the one I love a song about his vineyard: My loved one had a vineyard on a fertile 

hillside.  He dug it up and cleared it of stones and planted it with the choicest vines.  He built a 

watchtower in it and cut out a winepress as well.  Then he looked for a crop of good grapes, but 

it yielded only bad fruit.  Now you dwellers in Jerusalem and men of Judah, judge between me 

and my vineyard.   What more could have been done for my vineyard than I have done for 

it?  When I looked for good grapes, why did it yield only bad?  Now I will tell you what I am going 

to do to my vineyard: I will take away its hedge, and it will be destroyed; I will break down its 

wall, and it will be trampled.  I will make it a wasteland, neither pruned nor cultivated, and briers 
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and thorns will grow there.  I will command the clouds not to rain on it." The vineyard of the Lord 

Almighty is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of his delight.  And he 

looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; for righteousness, but heard cries of distress.”  Isaiah 5:1-7     

 

The illustration explains how God lovingly pursued the His people:  He gave them everything they 

needed:  He nurtured them, cared for them, and loved them.  Yet they lived as if He did not exist.  So in 

sadness, with a broken heart, He gave them their wish and allowed them see what life was like without 

Him.  He tore down the walls He built.  He uprooted the protective hedge He had planted.  He stopped 

the flow of nourishing water He provided.  He made it so the field looked as if He had never been there.  

He knew that without His care they will be trampled and destroyed even though it was incredibly painful 

for Him to see.   That was the Exile. 

 

The nation that David built was divided.  First Assyria conquered the north and then Babylon invaded 

the south. The people were carried away to live as aliens in strange lands.  But God did not abandon 

them.  Rather Ezekiel, one of the Israelites carted off and forced to live (again) in slavery, got a vision of 

God as a crazy, wild wheel rolling south down the road from the Promise Land to Babylon in hot pursuit 

of His people (Ezekiel 1:1-27).  He chased them into Exile, and joined them in the disaster they brought 

upon themselves.  He suffered alongside them.  He bore the consequences of their choices, loving them 

through the pain. 

 

This cycle—God loves, we reject, He pursues anyway—reaches its triumphant climax in Jesus.  God’s 

pursuit of us went above and beyond all expectations.  He did the unthinkable.  His love was so intense, 

His desire to have relationship with us and put the world right was so strong, that He wrapped Himself in 

our weakness and became one of us.   He joined us in the mess we created.   He left His throne and 

moved into the shack next door, by becoming a vulnerable human being (John 1:14).   

 

As Jesus, God showed us what life looks like in right relationship with Him and in right relationship with 

one another.  Jesus’ example was of a man who was fully and solely devoted to one God.  He had no 

divided loyalty.  He worshiped nothing but God with His life and therefore, no matter what rules He 

broke and which rituals He failed to observe, He was perfect without sin.  And that looked strange to the 

rule-followers of the day.  The Pharisees and teachers of the Law continually grappled with Jesus 

because He broke their rules left and rightflaunted their understanding of the rules.  He did not keep the 

Sabbath as they understood it.  He hung out with other rule breakers.  He did not fast, pray, or tithe like 

they did.  He lived in a freedom that so frustrated them they killed Him for it.   

 

And while the cross was about Jesus taking the consequences for our sins upon Himself, that was not all  

He accomplished in death.8  He also gave us an amazing demonstration of His love.  He showed us that 

                                                             
8 As we rediscover the crucifixion it is important that we put away this courtroom drama we have created.  At the 
cross God was not divided against Himself with the Father seeking punishment and the Son standing in the way.  
And while yes, Hell is real.  It is not some sick demented eternal torture chamber God thought up for us because 
He was angry with us.  Rather Hell is the consequence of rejection God.  God is good.  Without Him all that is left is 
weeping and gnashing of teeth..  This was the path that we chose for ourselves when we cut Him out and replaced 
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He would go to any lengths to have a relationship with us.  He would suffer and die if it meant that we 

might come to understand the reality that He is the one, true, living God.  He sacrificed everything in 

agonizing pain as one forsaken by everyone He loved so that we might see it is He who is and love Him 

with all of our heart, soul, mind, and strength never again accepting a substitute in His place.   

 

In addition, on the cross He taught us what it means to love our neighbor as ourselves.  As He said 

before He died: 

 

“My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.  Greater love has no one than this, 

that he lay down his life for his friends.  You are my friends if you do what I command.”   

 John 15:12-14 

 

If we want to be people of justice, a people who love like Jesus loves than we must consistently seek the 

best for others even when it means sacrificing of ourselves; but not in a rule-following or ritual way.  No, 

Jesus called us to love one another in the freedom that comes from relationship with him.  Paul said it 

this way: 

 

You, my brothers, were called to be free.  But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful 

nature; rather, serve one another in love.  The entire law is summed up in a single command: 

"Love your neighbor as yourself." Galatians 5:13-14 

 

Jesus’ resurrection is as important as His crucifixion in the narrative.  By rising from the dead He 

declared that nothing can keep us from His love, and that abundant life with the three foundational 

relationships restored is now available to us.  When He rolled the stone away He proclaimed victory over 

all things that keep us from Him.  All the death and pain and suffering we brought into the world, all of 

the idols we have given ourselves to that hold us captive, all the oppression we have caused, all of our 

selfishness, all the ways that we have destroyed the world around us—none of it is greater than His love 

for us and His power to redeem us.  Through His resurrection He made the declaration, “Behold!  I am 

making all things new!”  That includes us, and because He did not stay in the tomb, there will come a 

day when we will once again live in right relationship with Him, right relationship with one another, and 

right relationship with the world. 

 

Now we, the followers of Christ are those who live in this truth: There is only one God and He loves the 

world.  Even though we reject Him, He pursues us.  He longs for us to live in right relationship with Him, 

one another, and the land.  And there will come a day when He will put all things right.  And although 

that day is not today, we the church live as if it is.  We are the ambassadors of His beautiful future.  We 

are the citizens of a Kingdom of love that is coming.  We are the teammates of God, on mission with Him 

to tell the world that He wants us back.  It is our responsibility to show the world what righteousness is, 

what justice is, and what it means to be free.  We are the next chapter in the story. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Him with other things.  And finally, while Jesus did receive glory and honor for His sacrifice for us that was not His 
end goal.  John 3:16 is incredibly clear.  God came because God loved.    
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