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There is a great and mighty River flowing through history towards the healing and restoration of 
all things… and we find that River’s summons in the ancient, mysterious, and sacred texts we call 
Scripture. 
 
For many of us, the river described flowing through that book was a belief-based river, one you 
thought about, agreed with, but certainly didn’t need to jump into. The problem however is that 
the story of Scripture does not leave its invitation to mere cognitive assent. The Scriptures call for 
a full immersion of “heart, mind, soul, and strength,” (Luke 10:27) one that leaves no area of our 
lives’ unchanged, no part “dry and safe” sitting on the sidelines of the stream. The argument of 
this book has been that if we are going to learn to swim, we have to jump in by taking up a 
practice-based approach to our faith, where we live out beliefs through practice. Most of us 
however have never been invited to see this invitation as a vital concern of the whole story of 
Scripture.  
 
Therefore, as we’ve combed through these ancient texts, we’ve seen three great movements that 
tell the story of a practice-based approach to faith. This Story is one both ancient and future, 
inviting us to revisit the Scriptures in order to hear once again its insistent clarion call to become a 
practicing people of God’s kingdom. Therefore we begin with the practices found in the founding 
of Israel’s faith; the giving of the law.  
 
Movement 1: The Law 
 
For most of us, the law is the last place we’d expect to turn if we were looking for a practice-
based approach to our faith. Yet with a little reflection, the law is in fact the primary instruction 
Israel had on what it meant to practice their faith. When one returns to Israel’s inception as a 
nation gathered around Mount Sinai, we find their purpose as a people; God chooses Israel to be 
his covenant partners that will become “a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6). 
It’s easy though to miss the previous verse where God tells the people of Israel what will be 
required for them to become this great kingdom of priests and holy nation; the people will have to 
practice, “Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my 
treasured possession.”  (Exodus 19:5, emphasis added) Obedience to the law, rather than an 
arbitrary list of harsh regulations, is actually all about being formed into the kind of holy people 
who shine out God’s love to the world. It is a vital and necessary spiritual handbook jam packed 
with the practices Israel will need if they’re going to become the kind of people, the kind of 
kingdom God desires.   
 
With this perspective in mind, the story sounds somewhat different in examining a book like 
Leviticus. Leviticus often comes across as that cumbersome book of rules and regulations that 
bores even the most fastidious scholar to sleep. If Leviticus however is not simply a list of rules 
and regulations, but practices for forming faith in the people of God, we begin to see its laws in 
new light. Take for instance the detailed instructions on offering sacrifices at the tabernacle (and 
later the temple) found in Leviticus’s opening section of the law (Leviticus 1-7). Leviticus 1 opens 
with instruction on the practice eventually known as the “burnt offering”; “when anyone among 
you brings an offering to the LORD, bring as your offering an animal from either the herd or the 
flock.” (Leviticus 1:2)  
 



Leviticus of course does not stop with just one practice of offerings to God, as if formation and 
worship could be summarized in one practice alone. There’s the grain offering, which is given as 
a practice of thanksgiving for when the harvest comes (Leviticus 2:14). There’s also a practice for 
purifying yourself when you’ve committed a sin (the “purification offering” inLeviticus 4:2-3), a 
practice for offering spontaneous praise when something has changed in your life (the “peace 
offering” inLeviticus 7:12-15), there’s even a practice to restore yourself to a neighbor that you’ve 
caused damage to (the “guilt offering” in Leviticus 5:16). These offerings (as well as others not 
mentioned), begin to form a dynamic fabric of practice for the kingdom of Israel. This instruction 
was teaching them how to live as a people with God in their midst, a people open handed, 
thankful, generous, and rejoicing. And these were just the practices concerning the tabernacle.   
 
When we expand our view of the story to the entirety of Leviticus, the instruction of God’s 
practices begins to encompass all of Israel’s life. Leviticus moves on from offerings, to instruction 
on practices for the priesthood (Leviticus 8-10), practices for purifying that which is unclean 
(Leviticus 14), practices regarding what food one eats (Leviticus 17; 22), how one is to practice 
sexuality (Leviticus 18), how one is to practice being a good neighbor (Leviticus 19), practices for 
upholding criminal law (Leviticus 20; 24:10-23) and practices of festivals and celebrations 
(Leviticus 23,25). The scope and range of Leviticus’s practices are enormous, and yet that is 
precisely the point. If the people of Israel are going to be transformed into a “kingdom of priests, a 
holy nation” then they will need practices for all of life; practices for relationship, sexuality, politics, 
socializing, and celebrating. Deuteronomy takes things further by including a social and political 
scope. What practices do you use for appointing judges and officials (Deut 16-17)? How do you 
practice regulating debt, indentured servants and property (Deut 15, 22)? What practice should a 
newly married man do if he is enlisted to go to war (Deut 24:5)? On and on the law goes, offering 
instruction of both the smallest and largest scale on what practices it will take to be God’s 
kingdom on earth.  
 
To be clear, the point is not to go back to the Old Testament and become a kind of “newly 
practicing Israel” that tries with all our might to uphold every letter of the law. That ship has sailed 
(as the saying goes), and this story has more to tell. Instead, the point of movement one is to look 
back with fresh eyes on the practice based approach to faith described in Israel’s laws and ask; 
could you imagine if we took practices of faith seriously as the church today? If we had a practice 
that we could do when someone wronged us? If we had a practice we could observe when we 
had business disputes? A practice to care for immigrants? A practice for reconciling with an 
estranged family member? And not only that we had them, thought about them, “believed” them, 
but that we actually did them? Consistently. Repeatedly. When we felt like, and when we didn’t 
feel like. When we were full of praise and worship, and when we were plagued by doubts and 
despair. When we were hurting, when we were healing. Can you imagine the kind of 
transformation that would begin to take place in each of us? Maybe, just maybe, we would find 
ourselves part of a kingdom that was beginning to look a whole lot more like heaven, every time 
we enacted one of these practices on earth. In fact, it would almost seem something akin to what 
Jesus was talking about in the Gospels.  
 
But before we get to that… there unfortunately is a problem with the practices we find in the law. 
In fact, after reading the previous paragraph, I wouldn’t be surprised if this problem had already 
started surfacing in your own mind and niggling at the back of your thoughts. It’s the problem one 
has whenever you find yourself in a rigid system of “do’s” and “don’ts.” It’s the problem that even 
nations with the best moral codes have in upholding justice. It is the problem that liturgically 
minded churches have had, every time they make faith about proving yourself through practices. 
And it is certainly the problem that Israel had even with the clearest revelation of the law they had 
been given. The problem of course is what happens when practices are abused, becoming 
“legalistic” and “ritualistic;” practices that become all about the “letter” of the law and miss the very 
God and kingdom they were given for. So to examine more closely this pervasive and poisonous 



problem, we turn to the prophets who came to call out Israel’s abuse and neglect of the very 
practices God had given.  
 
Movement 2: The Prophets  
 
In our second movement of practices and the kingdom, the story takes an unexpected turn. After 
movement one, it would be possible to be cautiously optimistic as Israel perched on the edge of 
God’s promised land, equipped with instruction on how to live out practices as God’s holy people. 
However after traversing through the narrative account of 1 and 2 Samuel into 1 Kings, the story 
finds Israel in disarray. A corruption of character in David’s and Solomon’s older age has resulted 
in a failure of leadership in Solomon’s son (cf. 1 Kings 12), causing the northern kingdom of Israel 
to split from the southern kingdom of Judah with disastrous results. The northern kingdom of 
Israel has lost the temple practices in Jerusalem and thus were thrown off course in their social, 
religious, and cultural practices. Far more surprising however was the story that emerged in the 
southern kingdom of Judah. Judah retained the law, retained the Davidic line, and even retained 
the temple, but by the time of the prophets what became increasingly apparent was that both 
Israel and Judah had a problem with the practices themselves:   
 
Isaiah 1:11  
“The multitude of your sacrifices— 
    what are they to me?” says the Lord. 
“I have more than enough of burnt offerings, 
    of rams and the fat of fattened animals; 
I have no pleasure 
    in the blood of bulls and lambs and goats. 
 
Jeremiah 6:20  
What do I care about incense from Sheba 
    or sweet calamus from a distant land? 
Your burnt offerings are not acceptable; 
    your sacrifices do not please me.” 
 
Amos 5:21-23  
“I hate, I despise your religious festivals; 
    your assemblies are a stench to me. 
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. 
 
Something has gone terribly wrong in the story of practicing the kingdom. Those very practices 
that were intended to build communion between God and his people for the sake of the world, 
had instead become meaningless rituals, devoid of the vibrancy of faith. Yahweh has had 
enough. Yahweh no longer can take a practice done at the temple while the people’s hearts 
remain in their homes. Yaweh can no longer accept another empty festival or song, rushed 
through the motions so that the people can get to their eating and drinking. Yaweh has had 
enough bulls killed, while the poor remain hungry, and injustice continues to spread throughout 
the land. In a passage ringing a lesson on missing the point, God says, “Go ahead, add your 
burnt offerings to your other sacrifices and eat the meat yourselves! For when I brought your 
ancestors out of Egypt and spoke to them, I did not just give them commands about burnt 
offerings and sacrifices, but I gave them this command: Obey me, and I will be your God and you 
will be my people.” (Jeremiah 7:21-23, emphasis added). Israel in pursuing the practices as a 



way to cover up for their own loss of faith, allowed them to miss the very God the practices had 
been about in the first place. God didn’t want the hand gestures, the motions, the spilling of more 
blood; God wanted the hearts of his people, but they missed the point. Their lives had become 
about religion instead of faith, about maintaining practices without maintaining a willing obedience 
of the very God who called them in the first place.  
 
One final passage from the prophets brings this message thundering home. Calling out the very 
practices prescribed by the law, Micah suggests that Israel could offer to do anything and still be 
missing everything that God’s kingdom is all about: 
 
Micah 6:6-8 
With what shall I come before the Lord 
    and bow down before the exalted God? 
Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 
    with calves a year old? 
Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, 
    with ten thousand rivers of olive oil? 
Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, 
    the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 
He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. 
    And what does the Lord require of you? 
To act justly and to love mercy 
    and to walk humbly with your God. 
 
Here, precisely lies the point of movement two and the prophets. If we think learning the practices 
of God’s kingdom are enough, but miss the very God and kingdom those practice were given for, 
we’ve missed everything. A contemporary way of putting it might be, that you could maintain 
every quiet time, pray every prayer, attend every Sunday service, sing every worship song, give 
every dollar away, and even offer up your own firstborn daughter or son to the pastorate, and 
miss the God who called you, and the actions of justice, mercy and humility that comprise God’s 
kingdom, you will have missed everything.  
 
The prophets saw all around them that it’s easy for practices to become empty, ritualistic shells, 
mere props for those pretending to be religious but who don’t want anything to do with God. The 
prophets understood that for many of us today, it can be easier to follow the “practice” of offering 
a bull (or a paycheck), than it is to live out justice and mercy in our lives. Practices so easily slide 
into corruptible check-lists, that we think merely repeating gets us off the hook. While the Story of 
practice in the Scriptures began with the necessity of practice for the formation of one’s soul, the 
prophets warn us that to simply repeat religious “practices” without any faith-filled meaning can 
become an even deadlier poison than no practices at all.  
 
The unfortunate reality is that this problem with practice has plagued not only the people of Israel 
but the Church as well. Again and again, the Church has found herself confronted by the same 
dead ritualism that the kingdoms of Israel and Judah thought would pass for enough. Is it possible 
that no practice is immune from the tempting corruption of becoming a religious prop in our lives, 
used to check off our faith rather than to transform us? Is it possible that any tradition, Protestant 
or Catholic, Mainline or Evangelical, can at times become more consumed with their practices 
than with the God and kingdom they were called to in Christ? What then do we do, if our practices 
themselves have come into question? We need a vision of practice as it was intended to be, held 
between God and God’s kingdom. Even better, we need an exemplar of practice, someone who 
does, and fulfills all that God commands, who upholds and even exceeds the law. In fact, what 
we really could use is God in the flesh, come to show us God’s kingdom, and give us God’s Spirit, 
so that we could have new Spirit-filled hearts, to practice as God intended. We need someone to 
show us the way…  



 
Movement 3: The Messiah  
 
To quote the prophet Isaiah. “Oh how beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring 
good news!” (Isaiah 52:7) The gospels declare, with the force of a cannon shot booming forth on 
a quiet afternoon, the good news that the long awaited Messiah has come in the person of Jesus 
of Nazareth. Incredibly, the story of practice, far from being lost with the arrival of the long 
awaited Messiah, instead richly fills almost every scene the gospel writers describe.   
 
For instance, consider Jesus’ use of practices himself. Jesus prayed. A lot. Some prayers were 
shaped by the practice of solitude “But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.” (Luke 
5:16) Other practices were public and celebratory, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and 
earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned and revealed them to 
little children.” (Mathew 11:25). Others were intercessory, “But I have prayed for you Simon, that 
your faith may not fail.” (Luke 22:32) and finally some were intensely anguished, “And going a 
little farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, ’My Father if it be possible, let this cup pass 
from me…’”(Matthew 26:39). Jesus prayed and he prayed, he practiced and he prayed. But there 
of course were other practices too… Jesus fasted in the wilderness, (Luke 4:2, “he ate nothing”), 
he worshipped in the synagogue and partook in Sabbath (Luke 4:16, “and on the Sabbath day he 
went into the synagogue, as was his custom.”), he shared meals with the outcast (“As Jesus 
reclined with them… “Matthew 5;29; 9:10, etc.), he touched those who were untouchable and 
healed them (“And having compassion Jesus reached out and touched them…” Mark 1:41; Luke 
5:13; Matt 8:3, etc.), he casts out demons (Mark 1:21-34; 5:1-17; Matthew 8:28-34, etc.), he 
forgives people of their sins (Luke 7:48, Matt 9:2, etc.), even practicing forgiveness of those who 
mocked him on the cross (Luke 23:34).  
 
Now I recognize this list likely falls on familiar ears, and for that reason it can be so easy to miss 
the point; in each of these actions Jesus was embodying a practice-based approach to faith. 
These practices are tangible and expressive. They are repeatable and formative. These practices 
begin to show us the kingdom that God had envisioned all along. A kingdom where “the blind see, 
the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the dear hear, the dead are raised and good news is 
being preached to the poor.” (Luke 7:22, referencing Isaiah 35:5). When Jesus practices his faith, 
the kingdom of God is at hand, which means of course that when we in faith practice as Jesus 
practiced, we see the kingdom of God show up as well.  
 
Now before we close this story, it’s worth noting that the scope of the Scriptures warns us from 
simplifying our faith into merely repeating practices. There is this deeply mysterious covenantal 
relationship that Jesus has to the law, that both reinforces and expands, but also nullifies and 
transforms if (if this confuses you, thankfully you’re not alone! The church has scratched her head 
throughout her history, trying to untangle these very questions of what relationship “practice” and 
“faith” have to Christ).  
 
On the one hand, you have Jesus unequivocally say, “Do not think that I have come to abolish 
the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.” (Matt 5:21) Jesus 
then proceeds to deepen the demands of the law, such as the outward prohibition murder and 
adultery found in the law, becoming now an inward prohibition again anger and lust in new 
kingdom of Christ (Matt 5:21-30). What are we to make of such reinforcement and expansion for 
our spiritual practices, especially those Jesus commanded?  
 
Yet, on the other hand, one finds in Paul the sweeping reality that in Christ, grace has profoundly 
altered the scene. Much of Paul’s ministry is spent trying to help Jewish Christians understand 
that God’s law has been nullified and transformed in Christ to such an extent that none now can 
be saved through works of the law (cf. his robust reflection in Galatians 3). The freedom we find 



in Christ (Galatians 5:1), insists we never return to rigid and ritualistic structures of practice, 
designed to enforce who’s in and who’s out (and insistence the church has not always heeded). 
But Paul is also clear that we need to be continually transformed, and he himself will again and 
again call out his sisters and brothers to keep practicing their faith, “continue to work out your 
salvation with fear and trembling.” (Phil 2:12)   
 
In light of this story, what does it mean as Christians in the 21st century to try to work out our 
salvations with a practice-based approach to faith? Well we start with embrace. We embrace 
Jesus the Christ, who practiced what we fail to practice. Who died in love for us, who 
demonstrates God’s love and forgiving power through his death and resurrection. We embrace 
with faith. We embrace with trust. We embrace him, and do so dependent on the grace of the one 
who first embraced us. Paul saw the gift of this embrace when he said, “It is by grace you have 
been saved, through faith -and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God” (Eph 2:8)  
 
However if Christ first invites us to embrace, and if all our practices begin by the embrace of 
grace, than following Paul again, the invitation continues, “For we are God’s handiwork, created 
in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” This reverse side 
of the invitation to embrace Christ’s practice, might be described as the call to now imitate the 
practice of Christ. We practice like Jesus practiced; we imitate Christ’s practice when we offer a 
glass of cold water to someone in need. We imitate Christ’s practice when we rise early to pray. 
We imitate Christ’s practice when we share a meal with the outcast and “sinners” of society, when 
we extend a healing hand to the least and vulnerable, when we forgive those who have wronged 
us, even especially our enemies, or when we die to ourselves, so that others might experience 
new life.  
 
These practices are radical, some might even say “dangerous”. These practices refuse to allow 
our hearts to check out from the motions. They require we live in the tension of grace and 
obedience, faith and work, the now and the not-yet. They are practices that invite us to taste a 
different kind of kingdom than the ones the world has to offer, and invite us to share that kingdom 
with the world until the renewal and restoration of all things. Can you imagine what it would look 
like if we practiced the way of Jesus, through embracing and imitating Christ in every aspect of 
our life? If we saw ourselves as part of this great Story, inviting us to jump in to the river through a 
practice-based approach for the sake of the world. Such a Story, might just describe a river worth 
jumping in to. 
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