Do I Have to?

      As I walk through the Speedway neighborhoods I’m taken by the green grass and the vibrant annuals, and I wonder, “Did God have to create a world?”

      My Son regularly asks a similar question, “Do I have to?”  Recently I asked him to do a chore for his Mother, when he repeated the question.  “Well,” I responded, “I rather had hoped that you might appreciate the fact that your Mother didn’t have to quit work and give up a fortune in order to give birth to you, rock you, read to you and rear you.  She didn’t have to do any of that…” I laid it on thick.  

        Somewhat dejected, he said, “That means I have to.”  “Christ’s love compels us,” Paul said.  We don’t have to do anything.  But Christ’s love so touches the heart that we are morally compelled to want to love our neighbor even when it hurts. 

       But what compels God to bear with humankind?  Does he have to be gracious?  Of course not.  God doesn’t have to do anything. When he revealed himself to Moses, he introduced himself as “I will be who I will be.”  He is a God of absolute freedom, subject to no higher principle.  It was in freedom and love that he made and then rescued us.  It was no mere man that could have commanded ten thousand angels to save Jesus. Christians do not believe it was a mere man who hung on the tree.  God hung on the tree.  Not because he had to. But because he freely chose to.

       It is true that it is impossible for God to lie.  He cannot disown himself.  (Hebrews 6:18, 2 Tim 2:13)  But this is because he has chosen to be the kind of person he is.  He freely chooses to be faithful.  Even if traditional English translations render James 1:13 correctly, “God cannot be tempted by evil,” I’m confident that this is only a kind of “moral impossibility” given God’s chosen character.  The next verses say he “chose to give birth to us.”  To make such a “choice” means that other options were open to him.

       I found out at an early age that it is a great honor to be invited to a party, but a greater pain to discover that your host was required to proffer you the invitation.  Required grace is no grace at all.

       The news I take in with the fresh air of the Spring is that God freely wants us all at his party.  He’s not a “have to” God.  And you don’t have to go to church this Easter any more than God had to create tulips, forgive sin, bear with hurt or promise eternal life.  He didn’t have to suffer and die in love.  He wanted to.   And it is out of that Divine, loving freedom that we can be raised to want to, too.

