
SECTION B: A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF CHANGE

CHAPTER 4:  A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF CHANGE: 
GOD IS UNCHANGING IN FOUR AREAS

Change Reaction 4: If God doesn’t change, why should we?”
Congregations are leery of church change … 

because they know God is unchanging in His character.

What Are The Strengths of Your Church?

When consulting with churches on long-term growth plans, I routinely ask church 
leaders to confidentially list their church’s strengths.  I also ask them to write a paragraph 
about each strength, so that I can fully understand what they are describing. 

In over a decade of asking this question and reading the responses, I have 
discovered that the responses fall into fifteen general categories.  In addition, I ranked 
these strengths in order of occurrence, the most frequent categories appearing first.  This 
is how the strengths ranked in abbreviated form.1

1. Our church is a caring church.2
2. Our church is a friendly church.
3. Our church emphasizes Biblical teachings.
4. Our church leaders are hard working and care about the church.
5. Our church is where I find most of my friends.
6. Our church cares for families.
7. Our church cares for the needy.
8. Our church cares for all generations
9. Our church cares for all people, regardless of culture.
10. Our church has a strong Sunday School program.
11. Our church has a strong youth program.
12. Our church has a strong children’s ministry.
13. Our church has a good facility.
14. Our church has a strong music ministry.
15. Our church has a strong teaching ministry.

This ranking of course unleashes a whole realm of questions.  Why is a Biblical 
emphasis third?  Shouldn’t care for the needy be higher?  Aren’t the first two categories 
focused mostly inward toward church attendees rather than focused outward toward the 
unchurched?  And, though these are engaging questions, regrettably they are beyond the 
scope of this book.   Rather, for the present discussion these categories give us a picture 3

of what strengths congregants see in their churches.
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Likewise, it is important to note the rankings.  Programs, strategies, specific plans, 
detailed tactics and ministries are not at the top of the list.  Though specific strategies 
appear from time to time, they appear much further down the list.  Programs and specific 
ministries consistently do not rank in the top nine categories of perceived congregational 
strengths.4

What is more interesting is that attitudes and congregational qualities (#1-9) are at 
the top of the list.  Underlying and foundational qualities appear to be highly ranked, 
more so than individual programs or specific ministries.  While programs, ministries and 
strategies may come and go, it is these underlying, abiding and foundational attitudes and 
essential character qualities that congregants put at the top of their lists of church 
strengths.

And thus, congregants may perceive a church as more than a montage of popular 
programs, familiar ministries or trendy strategies.  Rather, the glue of a local church 
appears to be those enduring character qualities that resurface in a variety of different 
endeavors, ministries and plans.  At the end of this chapter we shall return to this 
observation, and see that this points us toward a theology of Biblical change.

What Is A Theology of Change and Who Needs It?

Lay Leaders As Theologians?

Looking at congregational strengths cannot be our only starting point for an 
investigation into God’s attitudes toward change.  We need to also carefully consider 
God’s perception on change.  The study of God’s perspective on a topic is called 
theology.  Theology is a combination of the Greek words theos, meaning “god,” and 
logos.  Logos has a broad and rich meaning that emphasizes (among other things) the 
study, scrutiny and concept of some topic.  Thus theo-logy is the scrutiny of God’s 
viewpoint on some subject.

In many realms, including the one in which I commonly circulate, the Bible is 
considered to be the primary source for understanding God’s viewpoint on various topics.  
Thus, this book’s investigation into a theology of change will be a biblical quest.

Regrettably, church volunteers and lay leaders often feel that theology is the 
exclusive (and perhaps elusive) realm of the professional minister.  However, whenever 
any person considers God’s perspective on a topic, that person is conducting theology … 
scrutiny of God’s viewpoint on a subject.   Today, most church volunteers find 5

themselves conducting theology in order to teach a Sunday School class, conduct a Bible 
study or prepare a devotional.  The realm of theology is no longer the exclusive domain 
of professional staff, but a learning opportunity for all Christians.  

I wholeheartedly agree with this trend.  I believe this is what Jesus encouraged 
when He quoted Old Testament passages to His hearers to stimulate their investigation 
into God’s viewpoint.  For example, when Jesus encountered a Samaritan woman by a 
well in John 4:1-26 he did not seem surprised nor offended that she wanted to engage in a 
theological discussion (John 4:19-20):

19 "Sir," the woman said, "I can see that you are a prophet.  
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20  Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the 
place where we must worship is in Jerusalem." 

Verses 19-20:  In response, Jesus did not chastise her for this theological question, 
but rather used this interest to stimulate theological inquiry into the meaning of true 
worship (John 4:21-26):

21  Jesus declared, "Believe me, woman, a time is coming when you will 
worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem.  

22  You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we 
do know, for salvation is from the Jews. 

23  Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will 
worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of 
worshipers the Father seeks. 

24  God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth."
25  The woman said, "I know that Messiah" (called Christ) "is coming. 

When he comes, he will explain everything to us."
26  Then Jesus declared, "I who speak to you am he."

Verses 22-24:  Jesus encouraged the Samaritan woman to consider the Old 
Testament scriptures (i.e. 2 Kings 17:28-41 and Isaiah 2:3) and theologically reflect upon 
the differences that have driven apart Samaritans and Jews.  

Verses 25-26:  His goal was to provide guidance that might lead her to theological 
conclusion: that He was the Messiah (verses 25-26).  That she was a woman of mixed 
heritage in a patriarchal world, did not seem to bother Jesus in the least.  He seems to 
thoroughly encourage and enjoy this child of God grasping with theological inquiry and 
conclusion.

When Church Volunteers Carry out Theology …
The Church Grows

Roger Finke of Penn State and Rodney Stark of the University of Washington are 
respected management professors.  As interested laymen they studied 200-plus years of 
North American church growth to uncover what factors influenced church growth.  One 
conclusion is that when theology is conducted by volunteers and clergy outside of the 
cloistered halls of seminaries, the church has grown.   Harvey Cox, Professor of Divinity 6

at Harvard University, gleefully observed, “Theology is being done today – in curious 
places, under unusual sponsorship, by unauthorized persons, unnoticed by those who read 
only the right journals.”7

Thus, if considering theology is permissible (per Jesus’ example above), 
productive (per Finke and Stark) and pervasive (per Cox), then we should encourage it 
today … especially upon thorny issues such as change.

The Layperson - Pastor Partnership
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Thus, a purpose in this book is to foster a partnership between church volunteers 
and clergy, that will investigate what is God’s perspective (a Biblical theology) on 
change.  Therefore, let us look at God’s Word and engage in a layperson-pastoral 
partnership to see what the Scriptures have to say about change.  

God is Unchanging …

One of the most widely accepted Biblical understandings is that God does not 
change.  There are many passages that attest to this (some are listed in the Questions for 
Group Study at the end of this chapter).  But, let us focus on the three most popular.  
However, first we must tackle an unusual, yet increasingly important word: immutable.

Immutable – What Does It Mean?

There is an curious, yet common word that describes God’s unchangeable 
character: immutable.  The term, widely used in theological circles, comes from 
combining two ancient words.  The Latin word, mutabilis carries the meaning of 
“changeable.”  When the Latin prefix im- is added, it negates the word that follows and 
elicits the meaning "not-changeable" or immutable.  Millard Erickson offers a concise 
definition.

“Divine immutability … by this is meant that although everything else in 
the universe appears to undergo change, God does not.  He is the 
unchanging eternal one.”8

We shall see shortly that this definition may be lacking in precision.  However, it 
is interesting to note that computer programmers use the terms mutable and immutable as 
well.  In computer programming an immutable object is an object that cannot be modified 
once it is created.  And, a mutable object is one that can be modified once it is fashioned.  

Subsequently, because of an increasing use by software programmers and a 
continued use in theological circles, immutable is an increasingly helpful term for 
describing things that do not change.9

3 Biblical Passages Stating That God Does Not Change

There are many passages that emphasize that God is unchanging (immutable). 
But, three passages are cited with great frequency.   Let us look briefly at each.10

Psalm 102:1-3, 25-28

 1 Hear my prayer, O LORD; let my cry for help come to you.
 2 Do not hide your face from me when I am in distress.  Turn your ear to 

me; when I call, answer me quickly.
 3 For my days vanish like smoke; my bones burn like glowing embers.

 25 In the beginning you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens 
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are the work of your hands.
 26 They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment. 

Like clothing you will change them and they will be discarded.
 27 But you remain the same, and your years will never end.
 28 The children of your servants will live in your presence; their 

descendants will be established before you."

A Verse-by-Verse Analysis

God’s unchangeableness (vv. 25-28) is being extolled by a writer who is himself 
feeling rejected and in distress (vv. 1-3).  Let us look at each of these verses.

Verses 1-2:  Here we see the background for why the psalmist desires to be 
reminded of God’s resilience and durability.  

Verse 3:  The writer is feeling like he will not leave a legacy and that his “days 
vanish like smoke.”  He is feeling so afflicted and troubled that even his “bones burn like 
glowing embers.”  

Verse 25:  In contrast to his impermanence, the writer emphasizes that the 
continuation of the “foundations of the earth” and “the heavens” are proof of God’s 
permanence.   11

Verse 26:  And though even the seeming permanence of the earth will one day 
pass away, God “will remain” (v.26).  The earth and heavens are temporary, like clothing 
they “will all wear out” and “like clothing you (God) will change them and they will be 
discarded” (vv. 26).  And thus, God’s eternalness and permanence is contrasted to even 
the temporariness of His creation.

Verse 27:  The writer proclaims “your years will never end,” reminding us how 
different creation is from the Creator.  Then, the writer reiterates, “But you remain the 
same.”

Verse 28:  Finally, the writer notes that his ancestors will also live in God’s 
presence.  God is the writer’s God, and He will also be the God of the writer’s ancestors.

Thus, after a cry for permanence and resilience, the writer takes comfort in God’s 
resilience and steadfastness. This gives the writer hope, for God’s love and presence will 
never fade.  Jewish scholar Amos Hakham describes this contrast between God and His 
creation saying, “The Creator preceded His world, and will live long after it no longer 
exists. The Creator replaces His creations, like a person replacing his cloak.”12

A Few Conclusions About  God’s Permanence

From this passage and the context the following conclusions may be drawn.
1. This passage is stating that in His essential nature God is eternal, permanent 

… and unlike His creation.  He will not “wear out like a garment” (v. 26).
2. Thus, this passage reminds us that God endures and persists.  His “years will 

never end” (v. 27) and future  generations “will live in your presence” (v. 28).  
The emphasis in both verse 26 and 27 is that God’s permanence is different 
from His creation (He does not decay, waste away or is used up), and that He 
is eternal (He will be present in all generations).
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We find here a passage extolling God’s underlying permanence.  The writer is 
seeking to assure his readers that “they need not be concerned as they see all that 
surrounds them deteriorating and changing.  God is not like this.  He is endless and 
ageless.”   The emphasis is thus upon God’s permanence, and that He does not change in 13

His essential nature … and this comforts the author of the psalm.

Malachi 3:6

6  "I the LORD do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed. 
7   Ever since the time of your forefathers you have turned away from my decrees 

and have not kept them. Return to me, and I will return to you," says the LORD 
Almighty. "But you ask, 'How are we to return?'

 8 "Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me. ‘But you ask, 'How do we rob 
you?' ‘In tithes and offerings. 

9  You are under a curse—the whole nation of you—because you are 
robbing me. 

10  Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my 
house. Test me in this," says the LORD Almighty, "and see if I will not 
throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that 
you will not have room enough for it. 

11  I will prevent pests from devouring your crops, and the vines in your 
fields will not cast their fruit," says the LORD Almighty. 

12 Then all the nations will call you blessed, for yours will be a delightful 
land," says the LORD Almighty.

A Verse-by-Verse Analysis

Verse 6:  God begins His dialogue with a disobedient Jewish nation by reminding 
them in straightforward and robust language that “I the LORD do not change.”  Here He 
emphasizes that His essential nature has not changed, and He still expects the Jewish 
nation to abide by the essential nature of their commitments.  This statement is also in the 
perfect tense, a grammatical form that indicates something from the past is continuing the 
present.  This tense thus stresses “this truth as a fact of history but also as significant for 
the present.  The Lord has not changed in the past and this is also applicable in the 
present time.”14

Verse 7:  This warning is necessary because the Jewish people have not been 
consistent in their nature by giving offerings and their tenth-portions (tithes).  To this 
disobedience God decrees that they have left Him … and now they need to “return.”  God 
anticipates their question: “How are we to return?” addressing it in the next three verses.

Verse 8:  Here God staunchly reminds them that their refusal to bring tithes and 
offerings has made them robbers … robbers of God.

Verse 9:  This results in a reciprocal action by God, He withholds His blessings 
from His people.

Verses 10-12:  God calls them to “Test me in this … and see if I will not throw 
open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room 
enough for it.”  God does not reiterate the exact tithing procedures outlined in Leviticus 
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27:30-34 and Deuteronomy 14:22, for this Malachi passage is not about methodology, 
but about will and character.  Thus, God draws attention to the underlying will and 
character qualities that are missing in the Jewish nation.  God is calling the Jewish to be 
unchanging in their essential nature and underlying convictions, as He is unchanging in 
these areas as well. 

A Few Conclusions: Permanence in Nature, Will and Character

This passage underscores the persistence and consistency of God’s underlying 
nature, will and character qualities especially those of fairness, justice, love and 
reciprocity.

In contrast, the Jewish nation’s underlying qualities are depicted as not so 
persistent, nor pristine.  Their underlying nature, nature and character is unreliable, 
fluctuating and indecisive.  This inconsistency is contrasted to God’s magnificent 
consistency in nature, will and character.  Subsequently, a few lessons may be concluded:

1. Again, this passage is not about methodology, but rather about underlying 
nature, will and character.  This passage stresses that God does not change in 
nature, will or character.

2. This persistence in God’s qualities is contrasted with the lack of theses 
qualities in Jewish actions.  These qualities are so neglected that the nation 
can be accused of robbery (vv. 8-9).

3. Therefore, this passage again emphasizes underlying character qualities, and 
not methodologies.  God finds no need to reiterate or reemphasize tithing and 
offering practices and structures that are outlined elsewhere.

From this passage we therefore see a wonderful depiction of God’s 
unchangeableness in nature, will and character that include fairness, justice, love and 
reciprocity.  In addition, His persistence in these qualities is contrasted with the Jewish 
nation’s lack of persistency in these same attributes.  

James 1:16-18

16  Don't be deceived, my dear brothers. 
17  Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the 

Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting 
shadows. 

18  He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a 
kind of firstfruits of all he created.

A Verse-by-verse Analysis

Verse 16:  James begins with an admonition that is so straightforward and strong, 
that no one should entertain the thought that it could be untrue.  “Don’t be deceived” was 
a popular Greek attention-getting expression  that warned that to ignore the following 15

would be a “serious moral failure.”16

Verse 17:  James follows with a powerful and poetic statement that God “does not 
change like shifting shadows.” Here James emphasizes that God does not change in 
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contrast to the unpredictable and fluctuating nature of shadows and silhouettes. The topic 
of this unchangeableness is God’s desire to give good things to His children.  James 
continues, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father.”  
James indicates he is not speaking about specific gifts, nor about God’s methodology.  
Rather James is describing God’s underlying and consistent nature as a giver.  Again, this 
is not a passage about God being unbendable in His methodology, but rather about His 
being unbendable in underlying nature. 

Verse 18:  Again, this verse confirms that it is not methodology that matters, but 
rather God’s unchanging will to give good gifts to His creation, His “firstfruits.”  The 
term “firstfruits” refers to “the reborn, i.e., the Christians.”17

A Few Conclusions

This passage is underscoring that God does not change in His underlying nature, 
will and resultant character.  Millard Erickson sums up, “These good gifts can be 
expected to continue to come and to be good, because the Father's character does not 
change at all.”18

Therefore, let us draw some conclusions.
1. God is unchangeable in His nature as a giver.
2. God is unchangeable in His will to give good gifts to His firstfruits.
3. As such, God exemplifies a “Father” (more on this in Chapter 6), 

demonstrating consistent and persistent giving and generosity.
4. The physical actions of God’s generosity and giving are not discussed, and 

thus the conversation is not about methodology, but about God’s consistency 
in character, especially that of giving.

From this and the other passages, we see recurring evidence that God’s nature, 
will and character are the focus, not His methodology.

What Does This Mean?
The Beginning of a Theology of Change

God Is Unchangeable In Four Areas.

From the above we have seen above that God does not change in fundamental 
elements of His will or being.  Therefore, let us categorize His unchangeable 
characteristics into four areas.

God is unchangeable in His permanence and life.  This means that God does 
not change in His eternalness.  God does not “wear out like a garment” (Psalm 102:26).  
The writer adds that though for humans our “days vanish like smoke … your (God’s) 
years will never end” (Psalm 102:3, 27).

God is unchangeable in His essential nature of whom He is. This reminds us 
that God does not change in His foundational, underlying nature of love, justice, 
compassion, giving, grace, etc..  The psalmist summed this up by saying “you remain the 
same” (Psalm 102:27).  And, God’s inauguratory statement “I the LORD do not 
change” (Malachi 3:6) reminds the Jewish nation that God’s essential nature does not 
change (even though those of the Jewish nation may).  James’ emphasis that God is a 
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giver of “every good and perfect gift” (James 1:17) attests to his essential nature to be a 
giver and not a taker.

God’s will is unchangeable.  This means that God’s purposes and desires, such as 
His desire to have fellowship with His creation and see all come to know Him, do not 
change.  Again, God’s desire to “give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be 
a kind of firstfruits of all he created” (James 1:18) attests to His will “to give.”

God is unchangeable in His character.  God’s nature and will are exemplified in 
consistent and persistent character traits.  Though God may exhibit character traits in 
different ways and manners, they are nonetheless consistent with His underlying nature 
and will.  The three passages considered above carry many examples of God’s 
unchangeableness in character, for example in “creating” (Psalm 102:25-26, James 1:18), 
in “blessing” (James 1:17-18, Malachi 3:10), in “reciprocating good for good” (Malachi 
3:7, 10-12),  in “fair dealing” (Malachi 3:7-9), as well “establishing” for the “children of 
your servants will live in your presence; their descendants will be established before you” 
(Psalm 102:28).

To help the reader distinguish between the latter three elements (nature, will and 
character) the following is an abbreviated list of examples.

Figure 4.1
A Comparison of God’s Nature, Will and Character.

God’s Nature
(abbreviated examples)

God’s Will
(abbreviated examples)

God’s Character
(abbreviated examples)
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LOVING
God’s will is that  His 
people would know Him. 

• Matthew 28:18-20, 
“Then Jesus came to 
them and said, "All 
authority in heaven 
and on earth has 
been given to me. 
Therefore go and 
make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing 
them in the name of 
the Father and of 
the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, and 
teaching them to 
obey everything I 
have commanded 
you. And surely I 
am with you 
always, to the very 
end of the age.”

• 2 Peter 3:9b “He is 
patient with you, 
not wanting anyone 
to perish, but 
everyone to come to 
repentance.”

God seeks us and reaches 
out to us:

• Luke 10:19, “For 
the Son of Man 
came to seek and to 
save what was lost."

• John 4:23, “Yet a 
time is coming and 
has now come when 
the true worshipers 
will worship the 
Father in spirit and 
truth, for they are 
the kind of 
worshipers the 
Father seeks.”

• Revelation 3:20, 
“Here I am! I stand 
at the door and 
knock. If anyone 
hears my voice and 
opens the door, I 
will come in and eat 
with him, and he 
with me.”.
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JUST
God’s will is to be separate 
from sin.

• Romans 3:23, "For 
all have sinned and 
fall short of the 
glory of God."

God judges us and 
proclaims there are none 
that are righteous.

• Romans 3:10, “As it 
is written: ‘There is 
no one righteous, 
not even one’.” 

• Isaiah 53:6, “We 
all, like sheep, have 
gone astray, each of 
us has turned to his 
own way.”

God expects reciprocity
• Malachi 3:6-7, “I 

the LORD do not 
change. So you, O 
descendants of 
Jacob, are not 
destroyed.  Ever 
since the time of 
your forefathers you 
have turned away 
from my decrees 
and have not kept 
them. Return to me, 
and I will return to 
you," says the 
LORD Almighty.”

God punishes sin.
• Romans 6:23a, "For 

the wages of sin is 
death…”

• Exodus 32:33b, 
"Whoever has 
sinned against me I 
will blot out of my 
book.”

God blesses us when we do 
right.

• Romans 6:23, “For 
the wages of sin is 
death, but the gift of 
God is eternal life in 
Christ Jesus our 
Lord.”

• Malachi 3:7b, 
“Return to me, and I 
will return to you," 
says the LORD 
Almighty.”

• Romans 10:9, "That 
if you confess with 
your mouth, "Jesus 
is Lord," and 
believe in your 
heart that God 
raised him from the 
dead, you will be 
saved."

God expects reciprocity.
• 1 John 4:19, “We 

love because he first 
loved us.”

• Romans 12:2, 
“Therefore, I urge 
you, brothers, in 
view of God's 
mercy, to offer your 
bodies as living 
sacrifices, holy and 
pleasing to God—
this is your spiritual 
act of worship.”

• 1 John 1:9,  “If we 
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COMPASSIONATE
God’s will is to restore His 
people into fellowship with 
Him.

• Zechariah 10:6,  “"I 
will strengthen the 
house of Judah and 
save the house of 
Joseph. I will 
restore them 
because I have 
compassion on 
them. They will be 
as though I had not 
rejected them, for I 
am the LORD their 
God and I will 
answer them.”

• Revelation 3:20,  
“Behold, I stand at 
the door, and knock: 
if any man hear my 
voice, and open the 
door, I will come in 
to him, and will sup 
with him, and he 
with me.”

God cares for us
• 1 Peter 5:7, “Cast 

all your anxiety on 
him because he 
cares for you.”

God hurts for us
• Genesis 6:6, “The 

LORD was grieved 
that he had made 
man on the earth, 
and his heart was 
filled with pain.”

• Matthew 23:37, “O 
Jerusalem, 
Jerusalem, you who 
kill the prophets and 
stone those sent to 
you, how often I 
have longed to 
gather your children 
together, as a hen 
gathers her chicks 
under her wings, but 
you were not 
willing.”
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   LOVE  
+ JUST 
+ COMPASSIONATE 
_________________
=  SALVATION

God’s will is to act 
Himself, to restore us to 
fellowship with Him

• Philippians 2:5-8, 
“Your attitude 
should be the same 
as that of Christ 
Jesus: Who, being 
in very nature God, 
did not consider 
equality with God 
something to be 
grasped,  
but made himself 
nothing, taking the 
very nature of a 
servant, being made 
in human likeness. 
And being found in 
appearance as a 
man, he humbled 
himself and became 
obedient to death 
even death on a 
cross!”

God sacrifices that which is 
most precious to Him, to 
forgive our sins and restore 
our relationship to Him.

• Romans 5:8,  “But 
God demonstrates 
his own love for us 
in this: While we 
were still sinners, 
Christ died for us."

• Romans 10:9-10, 
“That if you confess 
with your mouth, 
‘Jesus is Lord,’ and 
believe in your 
heart that God 
raised him from the 
dead, you will be 
saved. For it is with 
your heart that you 
believe and are 
justified, and it is 
with your mouth 
that you confess and 
are saved.”

• Romans 10:13 "…
for everyone who 
calls on the name of 
the Lord will be 
saved."
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GIVING
God wants to give His 
creation “good gifts.”

• James 1:16-18, 
“Don't be deceived, 
my dear brothers. 
Every good and 
perfect gift is from 
above, coming 
down from the 
Father of the 
heavenly lights, 
who does not 
change like shifting 
shadows. He chose 
to give us birth 
through the word of 
truth, that we might 
be a kind of 
firstfruits of all he 
created.”

God gave His Son, for our 
salvation:

• John 3:16, “For 
God so loved the 
world that he gave 
his one and only 
Son, that whoever 
believes in him 
shall not perish but 
have eternal life.”

• Romans 8:32, “He 
who did not spare 
his own Son, but 
gave him up for us 
all—how will he 
not also, along with 
him, graciously give 
us all things?

God gave His Holy Spirit, 
for our empowerment:

• Acts 5:32, “We are 
witnesses of these 
things, and so is the 
Holy Spirit, whom 
God has given to 
those who obey 
him."

• Acts 15:8, “God, 
who knows the 
heart, showed that 
he accepted them by 
giving the Holy 
Spirit to them, just 
as he did to us.”

God gave His followers 
eternal life.

• Romans 6:23a, "For 
the wages of sin is 
death, but the gift of 
God is eternal life in 
Christ Jesus our 
Lord."

• Romans 8:1, 
"Therefore, there is 
now no 
condemnation for 
those who are in ©Dr. Bob Whitesel   Page  14



God Does Not Change  in His …
1) Permanence 

2) Nature 
3) Will and 

4) Character

The above passages demonstrate that a Biblical theology of change must start 
with the understanding that God does not change in the internal aspects of his 
permanence, nature, will or character.   This means He is unchanging in His underlying 19

attributes. 20

Thus, let us return to our list of strengths as perceived by church leaders:
1. Our church is a caring church.
2. Our church is a friendly church.
3. Our church emphasizes Biblical teachings.
4. Our church leaders are hard working and care about the church.
5. Our church is where I find most of my friends.
6. Our church cares for families.
7. Our church cares for the needy.
8. Our church cares for all generations.
9. Our church cares for all people, regardless of culture.
10. Our church has a strong Sunday School program.
11. Our church has a strong youth program.
12. Our church has a strong children’s ministry.
13. Our church has a good facility.
14. Our church has a strong music ministry.
15. Our church has a strong teaching ministry.

Note that leaders rated their top church strengths as underlying and enduring 
attributes that resurface in a variety of different endeavors, ministries and plans.  
Surveying church leaders reveals they what they value in a church is a steadfastness, 
permanence, and consistency …. in underlying character, nature and will..

Therefore we arrive at our first element in our Biblical theology of change:  God 
does not change (is immutable) in His permanence, nature, will and character.   And, a 21

secondary conclusion is that the church as the Body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:27) 
wants to mirror this, and should mirror it.

Questions for Group Study 

1. Let each person look up a passage from one of the following categories.  Then 
prepare a brief summary (an overview of less than 150 words) of this 
Scriptural passage, explaining what it means for church leaders today.

God is unchangeable in His permanence and life.  
Deuteronomy 32:39-40
Psalm 9:7-10
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Psalm 55:16-19
Psalm 90:1-6 
Psalm 102:12-17
Habakkuk 1:12
1 Timothy 1:15-17
1 Timothy 6:13-16

God is unchangeable in His essential nature of whom He is.
Psalm 104:31-32 
Romans 1:20
James 1:15-18

God’s will is unchangeable.
Job 23:13
Job 34:10-15
Psalm 33:10-12
Proverbs 19:21

God is unchangeable in His character.
Ex. 34:6-7
Deuteronomy 4:29-31
Numbers 23:18-20
1 Sam. 15:27-29
Psalm 107:1-2
Isaiah 40:13-14, 
Laminations 3:22-26
Micah 7:18-20
Romans 2:2
Romans 3:3-4
2 Timothy 2:11-13
Titus 1:2-3

2. Discuss the results together.  Then as a group, decide if there are:
• Reoccurring traits?  
• Patterns that emerge?
• Other Scriptures that throw light on this subject.

3. Make a list of God’s unchangeable character qualities.  Leave it open-ended, 
to add more qualities as you discover and/or encounter them.

4. How does knowing this make you feel when going through trials or 
difficulties?  Does it make you feel better?  And how?  Reread Psalm 
102-11-28.
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 For readers interested in further research, it should be noted that this case study has 1

limited generalizability, because the sample utilized is client churches.  Because these 
churches have sought me out as a Church Growth Consultant, most of these 
congregations tend to be strongly to moderately evangelical as well as facing some sort of 
long-term planning crisis.  Thus, while the categories that emerge from their responses 
are helpful for noting a general overview of congregational strengths, these results should 
not be applied uncritically.  Rather, these categories and their rank result from a research 
base that includes churches facing concern over the future, and who embrace an 
evangelical theology.  If this mirrors your congregation, then these categories and their 
rankings may be valid for you.  However please note, in this present discussion my 
purpose has not been to create a widely applicable list of church strengths, but rather to 
highlight that congregants usually perceive church strengths to be underlying and 
enduring nature, will and character attributes, rather than specific ministries or programs.

 The results here refer to the general “caring” personality and kindly disposition of a 2

church.  Specific targets of that care are categorized separately and occur further down 
the list.

 Students of church organizational behavior may want to investigate these results more 3

fully.  The ranking of these categories and their prevalence can tell us a great deal about 
the mind-set and priorities of evangelical churches undergoing uncertainty about long-
term planning.

 Here it should be noted that these are perceived strengths from the viewpoints of church 4

leaders.  This does not mean these may be strengths to visitors or those outside of 
leadership.  I have visited many churches who rated their friendliness near the top, only 
to find that newcomers and guests would have rated their friendliness factor much lower. 

 The layperson mobilization movement in the 1960s and 1970s was designed to get lay 5

people more involved in leading our churches.  A side benefit has been that it has forced 
the laity to theologize: i.e. grapple with what the Bible says about a variety of topics.

 Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, “How the Upstart Sects Won America: 1776-1850,” in 6

The Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion (1989, 28:27-44; and The Churching of 
America: Winners and Losers in Our Religious Economy (New Brunswick, New Jersey: 
Rutgers University Press, 1992).

 Harvey Cox, “What Ever Happened To Theology?” in Christianity in Crisis (1975), 7

35:114-115.

 Millard Erickson, “God and Change” in Southern Baptist Journal of Theology, 1, 2, 8

(1997), p. 38.  Erickson expands this article in his book God the Father Almighty: A 
Contemporary Exploration of the Divine Attributes (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2003).

 Do to its growing popularity, we shall refer to immutable and mutable, yet to a 9

measured degree.  The purpose here is not to confuse the volunteer church person with 
unfamiliar terms, but rather to help everyone understand terms that have broad and useful 
meanings.
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 Millard Erickson, “God and Change” in Southern Baptist Journal of Theology, op. cit., 10

p. 38.

 In philosophy this is called the teleological argument for God’s existence.  This means 11

that because we see the design of God’s creation (the Greek work teleos means design or 
purpose), then these results should be testimony to the fact that God exists and persists.  
Thus, we know God exists because we see the results of His creation.  And, we know He 
persists because we witness that He continues to care, direct and orchestrate creation.  
This was best articulated by St. Thomas as his fifth way (or proof) of God’s existence.  
See Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Pt. 1, Qu. 2, Art. 3, in Basic Writings of 
Saint Thomas Aquinas, ed. Anton C. Pegis (New York: Random House, 1945), I. 

 Amos Hakham, The Bible: Psalms With The Jerusalem Commentary (Jerusalem: 12

Mosad Harav Kook, 2003), vol. 3, p. 21.

 Ibid. 13

 Pieter A. Verhoef, The Books of Haggai and Malachi (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans 14

Publishing Co., 1987), p. 299.

 Martin Dibelius, trans. Michael A. Williams, A Commentary on the Epistle of James 15

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press: 1976), p. 99.

 Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James: A Commentary on The Greek Text (Grand 16

Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1982), p. 86.

 Martin Dibelius, A Commentary on the Epistle of James, p. 104; and E. S. Fiorenza, 17

The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Supplementary Volume, (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1976), p. 337.

 Millard Erickson, “God and Change” p. 39.18

 The passages cited in this chapter largely ignore methodology.  Though general 19

categories of methodology may be mentioned (such as creating, tithing, offerings, new 
birth), the exact mechanics of each are not discussed.  This is because the focus of each of 
these passages is that God does not change in His underlying permanence, nature, will or 
character.

 Today some theologians embrace a variation of process theology, holding that God is 20

changing in his essence, e.g. changing in his basic underlying characteristics.  This author 
and others (Erickson, op. cit., p. 50) believe that their viewpoint is influenced more by 
modern and postmodern suppositions than by Scriptural accuracy.  The three passages 
discussed in this chapter would clearly argue against any idea that God would change in 
His essential nature, will and character. 
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 An extended examination of immutability is beyond this short book.  My purpose here 21

is to provide the church leader, both lay and clergy, with a short overview and rationale 
for the immutability of God’s underlying permanence, nature, will and character.  The 
reader who wishes a more detailed and rousing look at this topic should consult the 
following volumes:

Wayne Gruden, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich,: Zondervan, 1994), 
pp. 163-168.
Joseph Hallman, "The Mutability of God: Tertullian to Lactantius," Theological 
Studies (1981) 42, pp. 373-93.
Carl F. H. Henry, God, Revelation and Authority, vol. 5 (Waco, Texas: Word, 
1982), pp. 286-294.
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