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INTRODUCTION
•••

It is said that what we believe determines how we live. Is this 
axiom true? Many looking at the church from the outside do not 
believe this to be the case. "ey look at the church and see no 
marked di!erence between those inside and those outside. Why?

Option No. 1: "e axiom is not true, and belief does 
not truly determine action.

Option No. 2: "ose outside the church have an erro-
neous understanding of what we believe, which has led to 
unrealistic expectations of how we should live.

Option No. 3: We do not fully believe in this God or in 
the Word, and something deep within us actually prevents 
us from fully giving our lives over to God.

Option No. 4: Our lives actually do re#ect the God in 
whom we believe.
"ere is likely some truth in each of these options as well as 

other possibilities not listed. However, the concern of this book 
is with options 3 and 4, which are closely related. "e following 
story will help disclose our point.
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In James A. Michener’s bestselling novel !e Source,1 he 
tells the story of Urbaal and his second wife, Timna, who live 
in Makor, a $ctitious town in western Galilee, around 2202 
BC. During a time of impending war, Timna’s $rstborn son, 
at only six months old, is selected along with seven other $rst-
born sons to be sacri$ced to Melak, the god of death and war. 
Timna is a foreigner to this land and does not necessarily be-
lieve in their gods. For this reason, she is devastated by the de-
cision and wants her husband either to rebel against the priests 
who have made the selection or to #ee from Makor to save her 
son. Urbaal, however, has grown up in these lands and is fully 
convinced of the various gods’ powers. Furthermore, he has 
already o!ered three other $rstborn sons, who came from his 
$rst wife and two of his slave girls.

"ough Urbaal has some remorse, his mind is preoccupied 
by the realization that his willing obedience had bettered his 
chances to win the yearly Astarte contest. Astarte is the god-
dess of fertility, and each year one lucky man wins the privilege 
of making an o!ering to this goddess by spending a week with 
a sixteen-year-old virgin who has been selected as the newest 
temple prostitute. With the pain of her son’s death still fresh in 
her mind, Timna watches as Urbaal is selected the winner and 
exuberantly claims his prize.

“And while others celebrated she walked away slowly 
homeward, seeing life in a new and painful clarity: with dif-
ferent gods her husband Urbaal would have been a di"erent man.”2

"is $ctional story is both sad and insightful. Timna’s con-
clusion reveals a profound truth—namely, that the gods we 
believe in and serve often de$ne our reality. While this truth 
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will resonate with many readers, other minds will quickly move 
toward thoughts of other religions and other gods.

But what about our God? Who is the God we serve? What 
do Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience actually reveal 
about this God, and is it consistent with what we believe, what 
we have been taught, and what we have taught others?

For far too long, Christians have accepted pictures of God 
that are not only scripturally $ctitious but also harmful to our 
world. "e results have been twofold: Either the inconsisten-
cies and unfathomability of our particular picture of God have 
prevented us from fully embracing God (option 3), or we have 
fully embraced a false picture of God and, therefore, had our 
lives conformed to that image (option 4). "e former has led to 
a lukewarm and complacent church that has seen many walk 
away unsatis$ed. "e latter has led to horri$c acts of war, injus-
tice, and hate, such as the Crusades, the Holocaust, and—more 
recently—the Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kansas.

Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon are correct that 
the church has been preoccupied with apologetics, trying to 
prove the existence of God in an attempt to combat atheism. 
However, “Christian theology should be preoccupied with the 
more biblical question, What kind of God exists?”3

Inconsistent and unhealthy pictures of God have led to in-
consistent and unhealthy followers. With a di!erent God, we 
would be di!erent people. We therefore seek to deconstruct 
false pictures of God and reveal a healthier, more consistent, 
and more scriptural picture of God. Before we can convince 
the world that this God exists, we must $rst evidence a God 
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worthy of belief, a God who can actually transform lives and 
the world.

For this reason, our book begins with the assumption that 
the God introduced in the Old Testament and made known 
through Christ in the New Testament does, in fact, exist. Ad-
mittedly, our primary audience consists of those who already 
believe in the existence of this God and who probably already 
have some type of connection to this God.

However, we hope that all who read this book, whether or 
not they believe God exists, will consider the feasibility of the 
God we describe and the impact that belief in this God could 
have on our world. It is our humble conviction that this partic-
ular God is in fact the hope of the world and that as Christians 
start to grapple with the nature and character of this God, and 
begin to wholeheartedly embrace this God, they will give their 
lives over to this God and to God’s mission in this world.

"e second focus of the book is to discuss our response 
and responsibility to this God and this world. It is our hope 
that as we unfold this particular picture of God, readers will 
fall deeply in love with God, either for the $rst time or all over 
again. We believe an embrace of this God will instill within 
each person a deep desire for commitment to the mission of 
God in this world. We hope this book will move you to deeper 
relationship and deeper community.

"e book is divided into three sections, each suggesting a 
movement away from a particular understanding and toward 
another and each seeking to answer two speci$c questions re-
lated to God and humanity.
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Section 1 (chapters 1, 2, and 3) explores the movement from 
fate to faith, seeking to answer these questions: What kind of 
God is this? and What kind of system did this God create?

Section 2 (chapters 4, 5, and 6) explores the movement 
from magic to mystery, seeking to answer these questions: How 
is God active in the world? and What is our place in this world?

Section 3 (chapters 7, 8, and 9) explores the movement 
from destiny to desire, seeking to answer these questions: What 
is our response to this God? and What is our responsibility in 
this world?
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SECTION 1

THE MOVEMENT  
FROM FATE TO FAITH

•••

What kind of God is this?

What kind of system did this God create?
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1
FREEING GOD

•••

Written by God?
“Did God break my neck?”
Joshua Prager1 has struggled with this question for more 

than half his life. It is the question that has made him stop be-
lieving in God. On May 16, 1990, Joshua and his companions 
were traversing a winding hill in Jerusalem when a runaway 
truck carrying four tons of ceramic tiles hit them. One per-
son was killed, many sustained serious injuries, and Joshua was 
paralyzed from the neck down.

Plagued by questions of why, Joshua set out twenty-two 
years after the crash to $nd the man who had been driving 
the runaway truck, seeking answers and some semblance of 
closure. Yet Joshua’s encounter with Abed, the driver of the 
runaway truck, left him well short of settled. Instead of show-
ing remorse, Abed spent most of their conversation complain-
ing about his own su!ering, taking no responsibility for his 
part in the tragedy. But the most di%cult part for Joshua was 
Abed’s suggestion that everything that happened that day was 
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maktoob (the Arabic term for “letter,” or “written,” which com-
municates the idea that events are fated to occur for divine pur-
poses). Abed described how he had lived an unholy life before 
the crash and how God had ordained this wreck to transform 
his journey. From where Abed sat, Joshua and all of the victims 
in the crash were part of a grand scheme that had been written 
by God to get Abed’s attention.

Overcome by a multitude of emotions, Joshua had to come 
to terms with the possibility that God might have caused these 
events. As di%cult as this idea was, it actually provided him 
with some momentary relief. After all, if God had his hands in 
every activity, then there was likely some purpose behind it all, 
and at least Joshua had some answers.

Yet it was hard for Joshua to say thank you to this kind of 
God, especially in his current situation. "e words of this reck-
less truck driver continued to haunt him. How could it be said 
it was God’s will? Eventually Joshua abandoned that belief. As 
he began to re#ect and research, he realized that what others 
saw as divine orchestration could simply be a perfect storm of 
potentialities. Today, when he is asked about the cause of the 
accident, he describes how his neck snapped because of the lack 
of a proper headrest in his seat. He speaks about how the driver 
of the runaway truck had twenty-six driving violations, how 
the road they traveled was notorious for tragic accidents, with 
more than 144 reported and many casualties, and how bad the 
weather conditions were that day.

Joshua’s story may sound outlandish, but it is just one of many 
similar episodes. "e times, places, and events are di!erent, but 
the basic stories are the same. People faced with disease, death, 
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or loss cry out for answers, and the best this world can give them 
is either purposeless chance or divine, random purpose.

God must have had a reason for the death of that child.
God must be trying to tell you something through the loss of that 

job.
!at tragedy was meant as a judgment by God.
God is in control; everything happens for a reason.
"ese types of phrases and our reactions to them say a lot 

about our understanding of God. (Or is it a misunderstand-
ing?) Do we really believe God causes events like these as part 
of some divine plan? Do we really believe our lives, the good 
and the bad, are already written by God?

A Tale of Two Gods
We are not the $rst people to ask these questions. "rough-

out history, people have struggled to understand what God is 
like and how God intervenes in our world. From Augustine to 
Calvin, Luther to Barth, great Christian thinkers have tried to 
give us pictures of who God is and how we can describe and in-
terpret divine activity in the world. "eologians have wrestled 
with many questions about what God predestines, determines, 
and allows in our present reality.

One of the great points of interest for theologians is the re-
lationship between God’s goodness, God’s sovereignty, and the 
recurrence of evil in the world. "e question of whether God 
causes tragedies such as earthquakes, diseases, or even broken 
necks for some divine purpose is traditionally called theodicy. 
"is term was coined by Gottfried Leibniz, a seventeenth-
century philosopher and mathematician, in an essay where he 
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sought to articulate the relationship between the freedom of 
man and the justice of God.2 "e word itself is a combination 
of the Greek words for “God” and “justice” and expresses the 
often presumed tension that exists between the two terms. Just 
as the persons involved in Joshua Prager’s bus accident, Leibniz 
struggled with whether events were written by God. He wres-
tled with the relationship between God’s power and character 
and the seeming lack of justice in the world.

Leibniz believed theodicy could be explained by exploring 
three particular beliefs about God in the world: God’s power, 
God’s goodness, and the presence of evil. Leibniz attempted 
to provide a landscape for how these three realities exist. He 
postulated that nothing happens without the permission of 
the universally almighty God, whose every action is consistent 
with “goodness, justice and holiness.”3 "us, though our rea-
soning fails to understand the permitting of evil, that does not 
dismiss the reality that the world must be as God intended, and 
because God is good and all-powerful, the present reality must 
also be “the best of all possible worlds.”4

Leibniz’s views help articulate a popular view of God, one 
on which people often call when trying to come to grips with 
the presence of su!ering in the world. "is $rst image is what 
we’ll call the God of control. Envisioning God as a God of con-
trol helps express the powerful nature of God. "is God is the 
one the psalmist speaks about as the Lord who “reigns,” who 
makes the “mountains melt like wax” and “guards the lives 
of his faithful ones and delivers them from the hand of the 
wicked” (Ps. 97:1, 5, 10). "is God has the whole world in his 
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hands. "is is not a God to be taken lightly, because there is no 
doubt that this God is in charge.

Every image we use to try to express our vision of God has 
a measure of payo! to it. If there were no bene$t to thinking 
about God in a particular way, then we would abandon that 
vision for another, more helpful or rewarding one. "e posi-
tive outcome of these di!ering views of God is what we’ll call 
gospels. "e gospel—or good news—of the God of control is 
that God has a plan, and if we are connected to God, we can 
rest assured that God will take care of us. In this case, the God 
of control o!ers a gospel of acquiescence. "is God of control is 
often spoken of in terms of having events predetermined or 
predestined. "is gospel of acquiescence grants a measure of 
predictability about the world and a comforting simplicity that 
everything happens for a reason—namely, whatever purpose 
this God of control has determined should be.

However, though there may be a sense of comfort from 
the certainty that comes from envisioning this God of con-
trol, there is also the potential that this vision creates a level 
of apathy and complacency among its followers. If we buy into 
the vision of the God of control, we probably have a theology 
that settles for a sense of inevitability that this God is at work; 
therefore, we don’t have to be. "is is what we’ll refer to as a 
theology of certainty. We are willing to trade in some freedom 
for the comfort that someone greater than us has everything 
under control, and there is certainly a level of relief that comes 
from this vision. But is it the best? What kind of life comes 
from having such a vision of God?
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"e theology of certainty is present in many of the histori-
cal voices of the Christian faith discussing God’s control over 
events of the past and God’s in#uence over the events of the 
future. From Augustine to Calvin, we see the bene$t of un-
derstanding the sovereignty of God. We do not suggest that 
the God of control has no validity in the Christian tradition. 
In fact, this God seems pretty close to the God we see in the 
work of Leibniz.

However, Leibniz tries to hold so tightly to the a%rma-
tions that God is all powerful and all good that, in a sense, he 
fails to take seriously the reality of evil. Instead, he seems to 
dismiss evil as simply part of the plan of this God of control. 
"is #ippant dismissal makes him the subject of great critique 
by the contemporary voices of his day. Voltaire (1694–1778), a 
renowned historian, philosopher, and proli$c writer, was one of 
these critics and wrote the well-known satire Candide5 in reac-
tion to Leibniz’s deterministic God.

"e story revolves around a hero named Candide, who is 
incredibly naïve about the world and its potential dangers. He 
is greatly in#uenced by a sage named Pangloss, whose man-
tra (“things cannot be otherwise than as they are; for as all 
things have been created for some end, they must necessarily 
be created for the best end”)6 is a mockery of Leibniz’s famous 
phrase. "rough his narrative, Voltaire seeks to disqualify any 
divine justi$cation for the su!ering of humanity by challeng-
ing Leibniz’s contention that su!ering should be accepted as 
full of meaning and purpose because it comes from the hands 
of an all-powerful and all-benevolent Creator.
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Like many other philosophers of his day, Voltaire was a 
deist. He was a proponent of God’s existence because of the 
orderly system of the universe, the necessity of a $rst cause in 
creation, and the necessity for judgment of good and evil in the 
end; but he viewed this God as no longer actively participating 
in the world. For Voltaire, things were not written and were 
certainly not in their best possible state. Voltaire represents for 
us the God of passivity.

"e God of passivity is a completely di!erent vision than the 
God of control. "e God of passivity is still a powerful God but 
one who has made the choice, in God’s vast wisdom, to keep a 
good distance and let things play out. "is is the God who al-
lows death, su!ering, and tragedy to occur, not because there 
is purpose, but simply because that is how the world has been 
made. "is is what we refer to as a theology of absence. "eology 
of absence does not suggest that God is incapable of intervening; 
simply that God chooses not to intervene. "is passive vision of 
God is best understood as the God who chooses not to show up, 
and remains silent in the presence of tragedy.

Something positive about the God of passivity is that hu-
manity is allowed to live as it desires. In fact, a theology of 
absence places a high value on human authority because a the-
ology of absence assumes that no one is coming to the rescue, 
so we will need to take care of things ourselves. "erefore, the 
good news from the God of passivity and the theology of ab-
sence is the gospel of autonomy.

"e gospel of autonomy can provide an invigorating sense 
of pride at the potential of human capability to e!ect change 
and progress in the world. It can free us from the burden of in-
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evitability, the doom that things are already written, the weight 
that robs us of the power to choose our way in the world. "is 
passive vision of God sees the bene$t of giving up certainty for 
the potential of freedom.

However, though many of us may see the gospel of autono-
my as a potentially admirable vision for the world, we must also 
consider the downside. "ere is no guarantee that this absent 
God has a plan in place when we want delivery. So, when we 
cry out with the psalmist, “My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, so far from 
my cries of anguish? My God, I cry out by day, but you do not 
answer, by night, but I $nd no rest” (Ps. 22:1-2), we cannot 
live in the certainty that the God of passivity will come to the 
rescue. We must also recognize that having a vision of God as 
absent can often lead to an in#ated sense of arrogance in hu-
man progress, leaving us vulnerable to our own potential for 
moral misgivings.

Are the God of control and the God of passivity the only 
options? Or is it possible to $nd a third way to understand and 
respond to the power of God and the presence of evil in our 
world? Is it possible God needs to be freed from having to $t 
nicely into either of these two categories?

Setting God Free
"e idea of God needing to be set free is, in itself, a little 

amusing. Nevertheless, these two visions of God are too small, 
too simplistic, too black and white. Does God either have to be 
controlling or passive? Could it be that God is more dynamic 
than that, more relational, more personal, and more complex? 
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Many of us subscribe to one of the other two models because 
they are safe. "ey present a God we can de$ne and, thus, a 
God we can manipulate or ignore. "ese are not the picture of 
God we see in Scripture, however.

A third view presents itself in a God of relationship, who 
partners with creation, working in and through us to bring 
about beauty in the midst of tragedy. While this idea is not 
new, the relational nature of God is often ignored, downplayed, 
or given lip service without application. Why?

Maybe we are scared to talk about God in relational ways 
because we feel this makes God too much like us. And if God 
is like us, then how can God save us? We equate relational with 
human and human with weakness, vulnerability, and fallenness. 
Yet we cannot de$ne relational from our perspective. God is 
the one who $rst existed in relationship (Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit) and who $rst created relationship (humanity); therefore, 
God must be the basis for our de$nition of what true relation-
ship means and what it looks like.

Arguably, the clearest picture we have of the very essence 
of God, one that exempli$es God’s relational nature, is found 
in the incarnate Christ, the God who became #esh (John 1:14). 
"e Christological hymn of Philippians 2:6-8 provides us with 
a panoramic view of God in a microscopic look.

[Christ,] Who, being in very nature God,
did not consider equality with God something to be 

used to his own advantage;
rather, he made himself nothing

by taking the very nature of a servant,
being made in human likeness.
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And being found in appearance as a man,
he humbled himself
by becoming obedient to death—
 even death on a cross!

We look at this passage and are awestruck by the sure ab-
surdity and profundity of it. It presents us with a picture of 
the self-emptying God who humbled himself to the point of 
taking on #esh and being a servant, and giving himself on the 
cross. Here we do not see a dominant and controlling God; 
neither do we see a passive and distant God. Here we see a God 
who su!ers right alongside creation.

But why would Christ give up everything he had to come 
and die for sinful humanity? Many who have a view of God as 
either controlling or passive will wonder why God would act 
so ungodlike. Herein we miss the main point that a relational 
view of God can teach us about God’s nature. It is not that 
Christ acted ungodlike, or even abnormal. Rather, Philippians 
2:6-8 reveals the very character of the relational God.

Michael Gorman captures this reality in his interpretive 
paraphrase:

Although Messiah Jesus was in the form of God, a sta-
tus people assume means the exercise of power, he acted in 
character—in a shockingly ungodlike manner according to 
normal but misguided human perceptions of divinity, con-
trary to what we would expect but, in fact, in accord with 
true divinity—when he emptied and humbled himself.7
Christ’s very nature is service and sacri$ce because Christ’s 

very nature is love and relationship. Moreover, the incarnation 
and the cross are proof of these realities. It is not the exaltation 
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of Philippians 2:9-11 that prove Jesus is God but rather the 
incarnation and the cross.

Jesus’ exaltation is not the divine reward for his incarna-
tion and death as God’s su!ering servant (as this text is 
normally interpreted), but divine recognition that his suf-
fering-servant behavior is in fact truly “lordly,” even godly, 
behavior.8

What about Yahweh, the God of the Old Testament? Does 
he also share in the loving, serving nature that de$nes Christ? 
Or is Richard Dawkins correct in his caricature:

"e God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleas-
ant character in all $ction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, 
unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty 
ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infan-
ticidal, genocidal, $licidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, 
sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.9
Dawkins is not alone in his critique of the Old Testament 

God, nor does the criticism come from atheists and agnostics 
alone. Very early in the church’s history, a bishop named Mar-
cion (ca. AD 85–ca. AD 160) wrote a small work called An-
tithesis that outlined the di!erences he saw between the Old 
Testament deity and the New Testament God.

"is god (Yahweh) is the author of evil—there must be an-
other God, after the analogy of the good tree producing its 
good fruit. In Christ is found a di!erent disposition, one 
of a simple and pure benevolence—which di!ers from the 
Creator. In Christ a new God is revealed. "e Creator God 
is judicial, harsh, and mighty in war. "e Supreme God is 
gentle and simply good and excellent.10
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Likewise, many Christians today hold similar views, even 
if they do not verbalize them. It is evident in their lack of atten-
tion to the Old Testament, or at least to parts of the Bible that 
are di%cult to swallow.

But is this antithesis warranted? After all, we do not be-
lieve in two Gods or even three Gods but, rather, in one God, 
tres personae, una substantia11 (three persons, one substance). 
We believe in the Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who 
together form a perfect community and de$ne relationship; 
who together are involved in creation, redemption, and sanc-
ti$cation; who together are holy, righteous, magni$cent, just, 
eternal, faithful, forgiving, merciful, sovereign, wise, in$nite, 
self-su%cient, unchanging, and sacri$cial; and who together 
de$ne and encapsulate love!

"erefore, we cannot speak of the character and nature of 
Christ in the incarnation and cross as displayed in Philippians 
2:6-8 as antithetical to that of the Father. Rather, Christ re-
veals to us the Father (John 1:18; 14:6-11). He reveals the heart 
of the Godhead, who from Genesis to Revelation pursues his 
creation, desiring a love relationship and inviting his creatures 
to embody his love to the world (see, for example, Gen. 1:26-
28; Deut. 7:9; Ps. 23:6; Jer. 29:11-13; Zeph. 3:17; John 3:16; 
Rom. 8:37-39; Eph. 2:4-5; 1 John 4:9-10; Rev. 21:2-5). Surely, 
we can agree that this God is not the passive god of Voltaire. 
"is God is too active, too involved, to be described as ab-
sent or indi!erent. What about the controlling god of Leibniz? 
Does our description of God as relational disprove that God is 
deterministic, controlling all things—even evil?
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Let us return to the incarnation from a di!erent angle. 
While few would disagree that the incarnation of Christ was 
part of God’s master plan, how do we explain the collateral 
damage that came along with it? In looking at the larger story 
of Jesus’s birth in Matthew 2:16-18, we read about how God 
warns Joseph to #ee to Egypt to escape the tyrant Herod, who 
fears this new child will threaten his throne; he therefore or-
ders his legions to kill infants and toddlers, in hopes that Jesus 
will be one of the casualties.

Is this part of God’s master plan? Has God determined in 
advance for the magi to encounter Herod? Does Herod have 
a choice in his cruel actions? Has God ordained the death of 
these infants? Is this just part of the providence of God? Is this 
just the cost of our salvation and the cost of relationship with 
this God?

It is important to recognize that events like these are much 
more complicated than a simple yes or no in relation to God’s 
activity. It is never as simple as hard determinism or passive de-
ism. Frank Tupper, writing on this passage, suggests that “the 
entanglement of the purpose of God with givens which thwart 
that purpose remains inevitable. God’s good work seldom does 
not awaken new possibilities of evil.”12 "e God who is present 
in the protection of Jesus and the death of infants is the God 
who acts, “but God is not the sole shaper of events in human 
history. God does not control everything, and God does not 
control anything completely.”13 So, then, the God of the uni-
verse is the God who has demonstrated a willingness to initiate 
but a hesitance to dominate.

"is is a di%cult concept for many.
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What kind of God is this? What kind of God initiates ac-
tions that awaken possibilities of evil?

A good God!
What kind of God does not seek to control everything?
A servant God!
What kind of God refuses to dominate and instead gives in 

to the domination of a cross?
A su!ering God!
What kind of God creates with purpose but also with pos-

sibilities?
A loving God!
A relational God!

Free Will and Free Grace
Relationship requires freedom—freedom to love and free-

dom to be indi!erent, freedom to accept and freedom to reject. 
"is is the dynamism of the God we serve. "e God we serve 
is not a God of passivity or a God of control. "e God we serve 
creates humanity for relationship then frees us to choose. At 
least this was the story before the fall.

Prior to the fall, humanity (Adam and Eve) roam in the 
garden with God, free to do anything they want, even free to 
disobey (Gen. 2:16-17; 3:6). But this disobedience has conse-
quences that have been made known prior to the act. Disobedi-
ence ultimately leads to death, but before that, it leads to a loss 
of free will. Prior to the fall, humanity is free to sin or free not 
to sin. As a result of the fall, humanity is no longer free not to 
sin. Yet this sin does not de$ne us!14
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"is foreign object we call sin infected and enslaved us (Rom. 
5–6). But this is not the end of the story. God did not abandon 
us after the fall; God reached out to us, through Christ, with 
grace—a grace that allowed us to be free once again.

John Wesley (1703-91), the father of Methodism, captures 
this reality when he writes:

And although I have not an absolute power over my own 
mind, because of the corruption of my nature, yet through 
the grace of God assisting me I have a power to choose and 
do good as well as evil.15

Wesley termed this grace prevenient, the grace that goes 
before. "us we understand that while we are no longer under 
free will, we are still under free grace. "at is, through Christ, 
our freedom is now due to God’s prevenient grace, not human 
ability—and so it is best to call this freedom free grace.16 "us 
God still allows us the freedom to choose God or reject God—
because God desires authentic relationship with us.

Still, our freedom does not come without rami$cations for 
God. For us to be truly free, God must intentionally limit him-
self. God must limit his actions so as not to control or manipu-
late humanity. Paradoxically, though, God must also intervene 
in order to bring about salvation and restoration. As aforemen-
tioned, God’s intervention, as good as it is, “awakens new pos-
sibilities for evil.”17

We have come full circle to the problem of evil. Evil is the 
inevitable reality of free will. If humanity is given a choice, it 
will at points choose wrongly (sometimes intentionally, other 
times unintentionally). "is wrong choice—that which is con-
trary to the heart of God—is sin, and it leads to broken rela-



•••!SECTION 1!•••

34

tionships and broken people and death. God could have taken 
free will away and made us all robots who always make the 
right decisions. God could have created us with free will, then 
abandoned us.

Instead, this relational God, who desires nothing more and 
nothing less than authentic, intimate relationship with cre-
ation, gave us free will. "en, when we messed up, God of-
fered us free grace through the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. Now, if we choose to disobey, God will still pursue us 
with unassailable devotion and love—yet never control.

Evil is certainly a problem, and it does not make sense. It, 
like love, is a mystery. Our questions abound about this world, 
and our place in it, and the puzzling and hurtful actions of 
others (as well as our own hurtful actions); and one day we may 
have all the answers, but for now, we must wrestle with this 
loving, dynamic God who is ever present through the pains 
and the joys.

A God Who’s Willing to Wrestle
At its core, love is expansive, which means it must reach 

out, must create, must envelop. Herein lies the answer to the 
question you have all been thinking as you read through this 
chapter: Why did God do it? If what we have claimed is true:

1. If God created us with free will and now continues to 
give us free grace;

2. If God knew we would inevitably disobey and that this 
would unleash all hell;

3. If God knew that in creating us he must limit himself;
4. If God knew that he would also have to su!er . . .
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 . . . then why? Why create humanity?
LOVE.
Love is the only answer. Because God is love (1 John 4:16), 

and love is ever-expanding. Love seeks out relationship, and 
where there is none, love creates the potential for it. However, 
love does not force itself, because that would not be love. "e 
greatest attribute of love is not what it does or does not do, not 
what it says or does not say, but, rather, that it is present.

Interestingly enough, this is the most dominant picture of 
God throughout Scripture: God is the God who is present—in 
the midst of celebration and in the midst of su!ering. In fact, 
this is the essence of God’s holy name. "e Hebrew name Yah-
weh derives from the Hebrew verb meaning “to be.” God is the 
great “I &'” (Exod. 3:14), which is another way of saying that 
God is a present God.

When you look at God’s interactions with his people, you 
see that God continually tries to place himself in the middle of 
them. Whether it be the ark of the covenant or the tabernacle; 
the temple or the commandments; the judges, priests, kings, or 
prophets; or Jesus himself, God continues to insert himself in 
our midst in an attempt to reveal God’s love for us and God’s 
desire for genuine relationship, at great cost to himself.

God does not desire relationship because God is self-con-
sumed, and it’s certainly not because God is needy. God does 
not seek to force himself upon us or coerce us; God is not trying 
to guilt or shame us. But God is trying to persuade us. God is 
trying to reveal the extent of his love to us and, in so doing, 
draw us to himself. In fact, as we shall see, this God does not 
mind wrestling with creation and does not mind when creation 
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wrestles back, as long as it is motivated by love and the desire 
for genuine relationship.

True love is always messy. It is not the fairy tale we read 
about in made-up stories. It is a give-and-take, up-and-down, 
struggling-for-understanding kind of love that is genuine and 
painful at points but full of joy and hope and peace. "is is 
what God invites us to.

"e God we have been speaking about is the God who of-
fers us the gospel of participation. Not only does this God love 
us enough to die for us, but this God also loves us enough to 
involve us in God’s redemptive plan for the world. "is loving 
partnership does not guarantee that life will not be messy, but 
it also reminds us that this God has proven he will never leave 
us alone.

"is space to work together calls us to take on the respon-
sibility of being God’s people in the world. "is vision of wres-
tling with God leaves room in our philosophy for a theology of 
luck. "e presence of that luck is what reminds us that we serve 
neither the God of control nor the God of passivity but, in-
stead, a God of relationship who serves, sacri$ces, and remains 
present. "e good news of this relational God is that he calls 
us to real participation with him to bring about the world as 
he desires. "is vision of God is what we invite you to explore 
with us.

Questions for Further Reflection  
or Small Group Discussion

1. What tragic experiences have you had in your own life? 
How have these experiences shaped your view of God?
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2. How do you think you would have responded if you 
were Joshua Prager, and Abed told you that your injury 
had a divine purpose?

3. Have you ever heard of the term theodicy? How was it 
de$ned for you?

4. If you had to choose between Leibniz’s view of God and 
Voltaire’s, whose would you choose? Why?

5. Reread the two versions of Philippians 2:6-8 that we 
have provided (the NIV version as well as the Gorman 
paraphrase). What di!erences do you notice? Which 
one resonates with you more deeply?

6. What was your $rst reaction when you read the descrip-
tion of God from Richard Dawkins? Have you ever 
thought of God in those terms?

7. Do you believe that relationship requires freedom—
even the freedom to reject God?

8. Do you like the idea of being in a relationship with a 
God who wrestles with us? Why or why not?
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