
CHAPTER 5: A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF CHANGE,
WHEN GOD CHANGES

Change Reaction 5: “What does the Bible says about change?”
Congregations know that some church change has been good…

especially when it increases a church’s effectiveness at sharing the Good News.

To Change or Not to Change: That Is The Question

“That’s the problem with Christians.  You never change.  You are stuck in old 
ways … always behind.  Get with it!”

That phrase by a college roommate was my introduction to religious criticism.  It 
had occurred shortly after I had recommitted my life to Jesus in 1971.  Growing up in a 
Christian home I had only heard good things said about Christianity and our church.  But 
now, at a secular university I encountered a very different reaction.

To a certain extent that person was right.  My roommate was unafraid to proclaim 
that he was opposed to organized religion, and he reminded me that culturally the church 
was often out of step. 

Yet, this was not my experience while growing up.  Our church had a robust youth 
and music ministry, and I found its leaders to be men and women of integrity and 
spirituality.  In addition, they were contemporary in style, taste and manner.  But then I 
also recalled the Amish Christians who lived nearby.  They avoided modern 
conveniences.  Yet, they did not live in Biblical dress but in a culture reminiscent of the 
1800s.  

What was to be made of all of  this?  Why was change so hard and inconsistent 
for Christians?  Still, because no Christians lived in the dress and customs of New 
Testament times, some change had to be possible.  Why was change so difficult?  And 
why did Christians open themselves up to criticism on this subject?

Many years and much ministry later I embarked upon a Church Growth 
consulting practice.  While I found it relatively easy to help churches see the potential for 
new ministries, I found it difficult for churches to actually change.  There seemed to be an 
unseen, invisible force preventing churches from changing.  And every time a church 
undertook the delicate subject, tension usually arose.1

It soon became evident that for Church Growth to occur and for the Church to 
communicate its message in culturally relevant terms, then some change would be 
necessary.  I embarked upon a 20-year investigation into church change, culminating in a 
D. Min. and a Ph.D. on this subject at Fuller Theological Seminary.  In the process I 
found out that change is a delicate force that can be wielded for good … or bad.  And, I 
learned that part of this dilemma arose because Christians had a difficult time 
distinguishing when God changes and when He does not.

As we saw in the previous chapter, God is unchangeable in his underlying 
permanence, nature, will and character.  But because Christians have a difficult time 
distinguishing when God changes and when He will not, we sometimes stumble in our 
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application of change. The result is that we often just ignore change in our churches … 
for as long as possible.

Therefore, while in the previous chapter we looked at what did not change about 
God (His permanence, nature, will and character), in this chapter let’s see if we can 
discover when God does change and in what ways.  And when crafting a Biblical 
theology of change, let’s always begin with the Scriptures.

8-Types of Biblical Change

Theologians have pointed out that there are several types of change in the Bible.  2

I have codified them into a list of eight.  Let us describe each, and add a brief 
commentary.

1. Change due to decline or deterioration.  This is the change we referred to in 
Chapter 3 as change in permanence or life.  In the previous chapter we saw 
that God does not change in His duration or eternalness.  However, humans do 
undergo this type of change, for as the writer of Psalm 102:3 says, his “days 
vanish like smoke.”

2. Change in location, i.e. the movement from one place to another.  Millard 
Erickson comments, “Since God presumably is not … spatially located, the 
sense of change as movement from one place to another does not apply.”3

3. Changes in quality.  When the Old Testament Temple replaced the make-
shift Tabernacle for Jewish worship, Exodus 25, 36 and 2 Chronicles 3 and 4 
describe an enhancement in quality.  In a similar manner quality can lessen, 
for example when the Temple was rebuilt after its destruction by the 
Babylonians (see Haggai).  But, changes in quality do not apply to God, for 
the Scriptures depict God as being all-powerful (Genesis 18:14, Job 42:2, 
Matthew 19:26) and thus having more power would be impossible.

4. Change due to growth or improvement.  The Bible states that God is all 
good (Exodus 34:6, 1 Chronicles 16:34) and thus improvement would be 
impossible.4

5. Change of knowledge means gaining knowledge that one that did possess 
before.  Again, because God is all knowing (1 Samuel 2:3, 1 Chronicles 28:9, 
John 16:30) additional or better knowledge is impossible.5

6. Change in beliefs “involves coming to hold different beliefs of attitudes.”   6

We saw in Chapter 3 that God is unchangeable in the essential nature of whom 
He is (Psalm 102:27, Malachi 3:6, James 1:17) and that God’s will is 
unchangeable (James 1:18).  Thus God does not come to hold different beliefs 
nor attitudes.

7. Relational change “involves not change in the thing itself, but in the 
relationship to another object or person.”   This is an interesting thought.  As 7

we shall see shortly, the Biblical record tells us God does relate to us in 
different ways, depending upon our reactions to Him.  Note, God is not 
changing, but the relationship between Him and us does change.  Thus, this 
type of change is found in the Bible.
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8. Change by taking different action than previously.  We see many times in 
the Bible where God takes a different action than He did previously.  For 
example, when humans ask forgiveness, turn from their sins and accept Jesus 
as their Savior, God takes different action (salvation, John 6:23, 10:9) than He 
had previously warned (damnation, Romans 3:10, 23; 6:23; Revelation 21:8).

Looking at the varying types of change found in the Bible,  it becomes clear that 8

in most of these areas God does not change.  Now, let’s look at each of these 8-types of 
change and see how they relate to God’s unchangeableness in permanence, nature, will 
and character. 

God and the 8-Types of Biblical Change

Because God is unchangeable in His permanence and life,
God Does Not Experience Type-1 Change: Change Due to Deterioration,

God is unchangeable in His permanence and life, was a conclusion we discovered 
in our previous chapter.  We noted that this indicates that God does not change in His or 
eternalness.  He does not “wear out like a garment” (Psalm 102:26), and though our 
“days vanish like smoke … your (God’s) years will never end” (Psalm 102:3, 27). 

Therefore, Type-1 Change does not apply to God, for He does not decline nor 
deteriorate. 

Because God is unchangeable in His essential nature of whom He Is,
God Does Not Experience Types-2, 3, 4 or 5 Change …

God is unchangeable in His essential nature of whom He is.  The psalmist stated 
“you remain the same” (Psalm 102:27), and God declared to a disobedient Israel lacking 
permanence in nature, “I the LORD do not change” (Malachi 3:6).  Plus, James’ 
emphasis that God is a giver of “every good and perfect gift” (James 1:17) reminds us it 
is God’s essential nature to be a giver and not a taker. 

God by His nature is present everywhere (i.e. omnipresent, Psalm 139:7-12) 
which means that God does not undergo change in location, such as Type-2 Change.

God’s nature is all-good, i.e. omnibenevolent (Exodus 34:6, 1 Chronicles 16:34) 
this means that He does not undergo Type-3 Change (growth in improvement), nor 
Type-4 Change (change in quality).

God’s nature is all-knowing, i.e. omniscient(1 Samuel 2:3, 1 Chronicles 28:9, 
John 16:30) meaning He cannot change in Type-5 Change (improvement in knowledge).  
How can someone who knows all, know more?

Because God’s will is unchangeable,
God Does Not Experience Type-6 Change … Change in Belief

God’s will is unchangeable is another conclusion we discovered in Chapter 3. We 
saw that this means that God’s purposes and desires, such as God’s desire to “give us 
birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he 
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created” (James 1:18), do not change.
Therefore, God’s unchangeableness in His will means he does not experience 

Type-6 Change, change in his beliefs or attitudes.  His beliefs and attitudes are 
unchanging, and thus His will to act upon these beliefs or changes do not vary as well.

Because God is unchangeable in His character
God Does Not Experience Types-1 through 6 Change …

God is unchangeable in His character was a conclusion we discovered in chapter 
3. And, it reminds us that God does not change in His foundational, underlying character 
qualities such as seeking, reaching out to his offspring, giving, forgiving, care, concern, 
salvation, sacrifice, etc. (e.g. Psalm 102:25-26, James 1:17-18, Malachi 3: 7, 10-12).  

Therefore, all of the first six types of change (Types-1 through 6) do not apply to 
God because they would require Him to change in His underlying permanence, nature, 
will and/or character.

Type-7 Change: Relational Change

Though God remains unchanging in His permanence, nature will and character, 
when we humans change our relationship to God (for example, instead of being estranged 
we ask forgiveness and return to Him), God changes the way He relates to us.  Thus, a 
Type-7 Change, change in relationship does occur.  It is not God that is changing, He is 
remaining consistent to His underlying nature, will and character.  But, as He promised 
the relationship between us and Him changes.  We are no longer estranged, but restored 
to fellowship with Him (John 3:16, Romans 8:32, Romans 10:9-10, 1 John 1:9, 
Revelation 3:20).

In other words, because of the salvation brought about by Jesus Christ, we can be 
restored to fellowship with God.  The relationship between us and God has undergone a 
change.  Again, Romans 8:1 states, "Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those 
who are in Christ Jesus.”

As a result, God will not deal with us in a punitive manner.  The relationship has 
changed.  But, God has not changed for He promised He would forgive us if we return to 
Him. What has changed is God’s relationship to us, not God.

Let’s look at a narrative that underscores this.

The Parable of the Loving Father
Luke 15:11-32

 11 Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons. 12 The 
younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.' So 
he divided his property between them.
  13 "Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set 
off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. 14 
After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole 
country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired himself out 
to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 16 He 
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longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no 
one gave him anything.
  17 "When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my 
father's hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! 18 I 
will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned 
against heaven and against you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son; make me like one of your hired men.' 20 So he got up and went 
to his father.  
 "But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled 
with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and 
kissed him.

21 "The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and 
against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.

22 "But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe 
and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 Bring 
the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24 For this son 
of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they 
began to celebrate.

25 "Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near 
the house, he heard music and dancing. 26 So he called one of the servants 
and asked him what was going on. 27 'Your brother has come,' he replied, 
'and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe 
and sound.'

28 "The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his 
father went out and pleaded with him. 29 But he answered his father, 
'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your 
orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with 
my friends. 30 But when this son of yours who has squandered your 
property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!'

31 " 'My son,' the father said, 'you are always with me, and 
everything I have is yours. 32 But we had to celebrate and be glad, 
because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and 
is found.' "

A Verse-by-Verse Analysis

Verse 11:  When Jesus told this parable, there was a growing animosity between 
the religious people and the many criminals (tax collectors) and sinners that were coming 
to Jesus (Luke 15:1-2).  These criminals and outcasts were from a very different culture 
than the religious people.  The religious people began to mutter “This man welcomes 
sinner and eats with them” (Luke 15:2).  It was to address this cultural gulf between 
religious people and non-religious people that Jesus gave five following parables.  

All five parables  are too expansive for us to address here, but the leader who 9

wants to fully understand how relational change (Type-7) occurs will want to study these 
passages.  However, the purpose of all five parables is to help the religious leaders 
(“Pharisees and teachers in the law” Luke 15:2) understand that they must now change 
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their relationship with repentant sinners and law-breakers.  Each parable, including this 
one, reminds us that we must change our relationship with others, if they truly 
demonstrate regret, seek forgiveness and accept Jesus as the sacrifice for their sins.

Verses 13-16:  The son was wrong in squandering “his wealth in wild living.”  
And, his wayward living soon resulted in humiliation and calamity, for “He longed to fill 
his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.”

Verses 17-24: Recognizing his sin, the son declares, “I will set out and go back to 
my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.”  Now, a 
father’s reaction could easily be “I told you so!”  But the loving father of this parable, the 
fatherhood that Jesus wants His hearers to emulate, runs passionately to welcome the 
wayward child home.  Note the following points:

• Because the wayward son has changed his attitude, the relationship 
changes.  This is Type-7 Change: change in relationship.  God 
demonstrates this when He forgives us of our sins, when we ask 
forgiveness and accept Jesus as our Savior.  In addition, Jesus is indicating 
in this parable that He expects His disciples to mirror this action of a 
loving father.

• The father takes the initiative to model and demonstrate the changed 
relationship. 

• There is not even an inkling of retribution or blame in the father’s action.
• The father recognizes the relationship has changed and celebrated rather 

than reprimanded.
Verses 28-30.  The older brother felt rightfully slighted.  He had been obedient 

and homebound.  Jesus was insinuating that the older brother’s reaction was similar to 
how religious people felt when they looked at the sinners and criminals coming to Jesus.  
The Pharisees and teachers of the law had been faithful, persistent, loyal and trustworthy 
… just like the older brother. 

Verses 31-32:  And, yet Jesus told these persistent, loyal family members to 
rejoice that one who “was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.”  Jesus’ 
message to a growing rift between religious people and new converts, was to emphasize 
that when sinners genuinely turn to Jesus a new relationship occurs (Type-7 Change: 
Relational Change).  We should expect and plan for such changes in relationships.

A Lesson For The Church

Though this parable is often called the Parable of the Prodigal Son or Parable of 
The Lost Son, it is really better designated: The Parable of the Loving Father.  Here we 
see Jesus emphasizing how to behave when we are struggling with changes in 
relationship, especially between those who are returning to Christ.  However, Jesus is not 
saying that all prodigals should be accepted.  But, when the repentance and return is 
genuine as in this story, then religious people (exemplified in the older brother) should 
mirror the actions of the father and celebrate a change in relationship.

As a church reaches out to people with the love of Jesus and the repentance has 
been genuine, we must mirror the loving father’s actions toward formerly estranged 
people.  The same way the loving father runs to greet and celebrate with the remorseful 
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prodigal, so too, we must be ready to forge a new relationship with those who return to 
Jesus.

Part of the problem today is that Christians forget (and I have succumbed to this 
as well) that we are not required to punish or shame those who genuinely return to Christ.  
The desire is so tempting, to subtly say “I told you so.”  But rather, our task is to disciple 
returnees in knowledge and nurture them … but not to condemn them.  And, this begins 
by recognizing that a change in relationship has occurred.  

Thus, we see that Type-7 Change: Relational Change is a central part of the Good 
News.  Because the Holy Spirit is working on wayward lives (John 3:7-8) we must 
anticipate (and pray for) changes in relationships.

Type-8 Change: Taking Different Action Than Previously

Thus, we may observe that because of a change in relationships, God’s action may 
be different than previously.  His permanence, nature, will and character are not different, 
but his actions are.  For example, as noted above when we ask God to forgive our sins, 
turn in a different direction and believe that Jesus has taken the penalty for our sins 
(Romans 10:9-10), God forgives our wrongdoings (Romans 5:8).  But God had warned 
He would punish sin (Ezekiel 18:4).  It is not God’s attitude that has changed, but ours.  
And, in response God takes a different action than He had previously warned … one of 
restoration rather than retribution. 

Millard Erickson points this out saying, “God delivered the people of Israel from 
Pharaoh at one point in history, and sent His Son to the cross in another.”   Let’s look at 10

a passages that illustrate how God takes different action than previously.

God Takes Different Action Than Previously 
Type-8 Change:

God’s Unchanging 
Nature, Will 

and/or Character

God saves Israel from 
Pharaoh (Exodus 6:2-8)

God sacrificed His Son 
(John 3:16).

• Loving
• Compassionate
• Forgiving
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God in the Old Covenant 
institutes laws and 
regulations (Genesis, 
Leviticus, etc.).

God replaces the Old 
Covenant laws with a New 
Covenant of grace based 
upon Jesus’ sacrifice 
(Matthew 26:27-29) and our 
response of faith (Ephesians 
2:8).  The writer of Hebrews 
said “By calling this 
covenant "new," he has 
made the first one obsolete; 
and what is obsolete and 
aging will soon 
disappear” (Hebrews 8:13).

• God reaches out to 
His creation

• God teaches His 
creation about 
Himself.  Galatians 
3:24 states that the 
law was a tutor or 
schoolmaster to lead 
us to Christ.

• God creates a new 
promise with His 
offspring (Hebrews 
9:15).

God commands the 
circumcision of Abraham 
and his male descendents as 
a “sign of the covenant 
between me and 
you” (Genesis 17:10).

The sign of God’s covenant 
with His people becomes 
our faith in Him.  Paul 
sums this up stating, “For in 
Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor 
uncircumcision has any 
value. The only thing that 
counts is faith expressing 
itself through 
love” (Galatians 5:6).

• God requires 
commitment.

• God requires 
identification.

• God requires faith.
• Faith must come 

from personal 
conviction.

Sacrificing animals in the 
tabernacle/temple was 
required.  Leviticus 1- 7 
itemizes the laws of 
sacrifices.  However, David 
realized these rituals were 
meaningless if not done for 
the right reasons, writing 
about his own personal 
experience, “Sacrifice and 
offering you did not 
desire...burnt offerings and 
sin offerings you did not 
require" (Psalm 40:6)  And, 
the prophet Samuel told 
Saul “to obey is better than 
sacrifice” (1 Samuel 15:22)

Sacrificing animals in the 
tabernacle/temple was no 
longer required.
Jesus’ sacrifice was a better 
sacrifice (Romans 3:23-26) 
and took the place of 
ritualistic sacrifice (John 
1:35-37).  But, obedience 
and trusting that Jesus is our 
sacrifice and doing so for the 
right reasons is still needed 
(Romans 3:28).

• God requires 
commitment.

• God looks at the 
heart.

• God reminds us that 
we are unable to 
save ourselves.  
Jesus had to do this 
for us.  By accepting 
His sacrifice and 
turning from our 
sins, Jesus becomes 
the sacrifice for us.
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Unclean food is forbidden 
in Leviticus 11:1-23 and 
Deuteronomy 14:3-21 to 
ensure the Jewish people’s 
health, to visibly distinguish 
them from other nations, 
and to avoid objectionable 
cultural associations 
(creatures that moved on the 
ground were associated with 
snakes, which often 
symbolized sin).

All food is clean.  Jesus 
“declared all food clean” in 
Mark 7:18-19.  God also 
reveals this in a vision to 
Peter in Acts 10:9-16; 
11:4-10.

• God can make any 
food clean.  

• The original 
rationale for food 
prohibitions (health, 
visible separation, 
and cultural 
objections) were no 
longer required.

The Sabbath meant resting 
on the seventh day.  A day 
of rest was one of God’s 
commands to His people, 
Exodus 20:8.  Violating this 
concept was forbidden, 
Numbers 15:32-36.

The Sabbath means 
resting, on any reoccurring 
day (Mark 2:27-28).  The 
idea of taking a day of rest is 
expected, but the exact day 
becomes a personal 
conviction (Romans 14:5-6).

• God wants a regular 
portion of our time.

• God cares for His 
people and does not 
want them to go 
unconnected nor 
unrefreshed.

Humankind was 
herbivorous (i.e. 
vegetarian).  When God 
created the human race they 
were initially herbivorous 
(they ate only fruit and 
vegetables, Genesis 1:29).

Humankind became 
omnivorous.  When 
conditions changed after the 
flood, God commanded that 
His people also eat meat 
(Genesis 9:3), meaning they 
would be omnivorous. 
Norman Geisler said, “This 
change from herbivorous to 
omnivorous status is … not 
a contradiction … simply 
different commands for 
different people at different 
times in God’s overall plan 
of redemption.”

• God adjusts his 
methodology with 
His people as 
circumstances and 
environments 
change.

• But, God will never 
change in His nature 
to love, guide and 
care for His creation.

In this lifetime there is 
death (Romans 5:12), 
illness (Matthew 10:1), 
tears (Psalm 6:6), etc., but 
also miraculous signs 
(Mark 16:17-18).

In heaven there will not be 
death (1 Corinthians 
15:53-55), illness (Matthew 
8:16-17), tears (Revelation 
21:4) or a need for 
miraculous signs (1 
Corinthians 13:8-12).

• God loves us.
• God is preparing a 

better existence for 
us.

• This better existence 
will be a change 
from what we 
experience in this 
world.
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From the above and other Scriptures we can see that God may change in 
methodology, but never in nature, will or character.  J. Rodman Williams sums this up 
stating, “For example, God may seem to change from fearsome power to sacrificial love, 
but the seeming change is utterly dependable—He always and inevitably acts in uniform 
fashion.  If, for example, man sins, he can expect God’s punishment; if he repents, he can 
depend on God’s forgiveness; if he seeks after God, he can count on God’s presence: God 
changes not.”11

The Repent Passages: When God Repents

Probably the most difficult passages to tackle are those passages that say that God 
“repents” of some action.  The word “repent” carries the modern idea of having done 
something wrong with resultant regret and a plea for forgiveness.  Webster’s Dictionary 
defines repent in modern terms as “regret, grieve for, or do penance for (a sin or 
crime).”   This definition certainly carries the idea of improper action, for which regret 12

and forgiveness are needed.  However, let us look at the passages in the Bible where 
repent is utilized to describe some action on God’s behalf, and see if another perspective, 
a less contemporary yet more Biblical understanding emerges.

Exodus 32:11-12

11 But Moses sought the favor of the LORD his God. "O LORD," he said, "why 
should your anger burn against your people, whom you brought out of Egypt with 
great power and a mighty hand? 
12 Why should the Egyptians say, 'It was with evil intent that he brought them 
out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the earth'? Turn 
from your fierce anger; relent and do not bring disaster on your people.”

Conclusions.  The phrase “turn from your fierce anger; relent…” (verse 12) is 
translated in the King James Version (KJV) “Turn from thy fierce wrath, and repent…”  
Here confusion is created, because the KJV “repent” suggests the modern connotation of 
being sorry for a wrong action.  However, the Hebrew word (naham) does not carry the 
thought of God being penitent or apologetic for some wrong action, but rather an anguish 
that leads to God changing His course of action, something an all-powerful God certainly 
has the right to do.  It is not error on God’s behalf, it is a change in course.  Erickson 
sums this up saying “Moses certainly seemed to think God capable of changing his 
commitment to a course of action.”  Therefore, the New International Version translates 13

naham more accurately as “relent.”

Genesis 6:5-7

5 The LORD saw how great man's wickedness on the earth had become, 
and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all 
the time. 
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6 The LORD was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart 
was filled with pain. 

7 So the LORD said, "I will wipe mankind, whom I have created, from the 
face of the earth—men and animals, and creatures that move along the 
ground, and birds of the air—for I am grieved that I have made them."

Conclusions.  Here again Erickson offers a helpful summation, “’The LORD was 
grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain.’ … This 
appears to be a clear indication of God reversing his plan and doing what negates, at least 
with respect to some persons, his earlier life-giving endeavor.”   In other words God, the 14

giver of life, now grieves because of humankind’s wickedness.
The King James Version translates verse 6 as “And it repented the LORD that he 

had made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart.”  This translation of “grieved” 
into “repent” (KJV) again confuses the meaning, suggesting that God has been wrong in 
His previous actions.  But this observation is only valid if we look at “repent” in the 
modern definition of “regret, grieve for, or do penance for (a sin or crime).”   The 15

Hebrew word naham describes God’s compassionate grief that leads to change in action 
(Type-8 Change), not a change in will, character or nature.16

Not surprisingly, the New International Version (quoted above and throughout this 
book) carries more of the emphasis of the original Hebrew which emphasizes that God 
was saddened over what His creation had become.  This would be similar to the grief we 
could expect a loving father to feel over a wayward son (see Luke 15:11-32).

God is responding, as He said He would, by being outraged by wickedness and 
ready to levy upon it the ultimate punishment: death.  But because God’s nature is grace 
and giving favor when favor is not due, God acts upon His nature and does not destroy 
humankind.  The action is not in variance with His nature, it is very consistent with it.

When God Repents

Richard Rice discusses God’s repentance at length  pointing out that God is not 17

changing, for His actions are consistent with His underlying nature of love, justice, 
compassion and giving.  Rice’s argument is that “the accounts of divine repentance are 
actually characteristic of God.  He repents, not despite the fact that he is God, but because 
he is God.  It is his very nature to repent, to relent of action he had planned to take, in 
light of human action and reaction.”18

The point here is that part of God’s nature is to relent upon an action, based upon 
humankind’s responses.  Thus, if we respond positively and appropriately, God does what 
He has promised and withholds His punishment.  This would then be Type-7 Change, 
relational change, in addition to Type-8 Change … taking a different action than 
previously.  And, thankfully for our eternal destiny, God demonstrates Type-8 change too.

When Humans Repent 

There are times in the Old Testament where repent (Hebrew, naham) refers to 
human regret (Exodus 13:17, Judges 21:6) or our “humble agreement with God’s 
righteous judgment” (Job 42:6, Jeremiah 31:19).   19
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And, human repentance in the New Testament (Greek metanoeo) carries both of 
the idea of human regret and/or genuine turning from one’s sins (repentance).  For 
example Judas “regretted” his betrayal of Jesus (Matthew 27:3), but it did not lead to a 
turning from his sins and a genuine repentance.  Paul did not “regret” the sharp letter he 
wrote to the Corinthians (2 Corinthians 7:8-10) because he hoped it would lead to their 
genuine turning from their sins, i.e. “repentance.”  

Thus, we see that repent can be used to describe both “regret” and/or “genuine 
repentance” among humans.   In addition, from the above discussion we can see that 20

repent also can mean taking a different action than previously.  
Thus, the result of our investigation is that repent is a much more elastic word 

than customarily thought, with several definitions dependent upon the context.  Therefore 
to understand which meaning of repent is being utilized we must, as we have done above, 
carefully investigate the Biblical context of each usage.

What Does This Mean for The Church 

Our Relational Change … And God’s Changing Actions 

Even this short examination of Scripture alerts the reader to the fact that God 
changes in the way He deals with us depending upon how we react in our relationship to 
Him.  When we repent, He remains consistent to His inner will (to have fellowship with 
us) and his underlying nature (to give forgiveness to those who seek genuine 
forgiveness).  Examples of this abound.

And as we saw in the previous chapter, the Church as the Body of Christ should 
reflect God’s principles of change.  Thus, we should be unchanging in nature, will and 
character of love, forgiveness, compassion, service, etc..  But, we must be also ready to 
change in our actions based upon relational changes in unchurched people.  In other 
words, when a person repents we must mirror our heavenly father and forgive, embrace, 
celebrate and edify.

Overcoming Cainotophobia
Change in Strategy Does Not Mean Change In Character

In similar fashion, we must understand that when we adjust our strategies to reach 
out to an unchurched culture with the Good News, that such change is not necessarily 
wrong if we (like God) remain true to a Biblical and Godly nature, will and character.

The problem arises when we forget that change in our methodology can 
sometimes be good.  We tend to wrongly label all change as bad, due to bad experiences 
with change in the past.  Thus, we subtly label all change as bad, in order to avoid it.  
Subsequently, we forget about the 8-Types of Biblical change.  And, we fail to recall that 
while six types of Biblical change may be inconsistent with God’s character, God does 
experience two types of change: #7 relational change, and #8 taking a different action 
than previously. 

Thus we must overcome any cainotophobia – a fear of the results of change.  21

God Himself even changes, albeit in consistent and Holy ways.
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Churches must be willing to change.  But we must do so in consistent and holy 
ways. There is no room to let change deviate into sin or to change in Godly nature, will or 
character.  Rather, we must recognize that some types of change is warranted, as even 
God demonstrates.  And therefore, we must carefully consider what should be changed … 
and what should not be changed.

The Tensions of Change

Thus, change is often ignored by Christians because it creates a tension and 
discomfort in our Christian journey.  Change forces us to look at what we are doing and 
carefully evaluate it as to whether it is God ordained or human initiated.  Change requires 
discussion, investigation, reflection, evaluation and a solid Biblical understanding.  In our 
busy world today, we often fail to do this.  And thus, we become stuck in our outdated 
ways of doing things, because change takes too much energy.

As a result, change is often overlooked until a crisis becomes so significant that it 
cannot be ignored.  By then the change has usually polarized each side into competing 
camps, and discussion about Biblical change is difficult.22

However, Christian scholars such as Jung Young Lee have pointed out that much 
of Christianity’s discomfort with tensions over change is not found in the Bible, nor in 
early Christianity.  On the one hand, Lee points out that largely due to Greek thinking 
where everything was largely black or white, there crept into the Roman Church a non-
Biblical emphasis that everything was one way or the other.  On the other hand, Lee 
points out that the early Christians were influenced more by pre-Greek thinking and they 
did not see any problem with God and His Church as changing in some regards and 
unchanging in others.   23

Therefore, from the previous two chapters we should agree: a theology of Biblical 
change must include both unchanging elements (as in God’s nature, will and character, 
see Chapter 3) and changing relationships and actions (as we see in God and which we 
discussed in this chapter).  

Let us therefore look in Chapter 5 at how a understanding of change might be 
modeled after the pattern of parenting, noting that the relationship of a parent to child is 
one of the central allegories the Bible employs to explain God’s relationship to 
humankind.

Questions for Group Study 

1. Below are some additional verses about change.  Use them, or go back to the 
table “God Takes Different Action Than Previously,” to look at a few 
Scriptures in more detail.  Let them become a discussion starter and answer 
the following questions:

Matthew 6:25 1 Timothy 5:8

Matthew 10:5, 6 Mark 16:15

Luke 9:3 Luke 22:36
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How does God view change?

Is all change good?

Is all change bad?

Is some change good?  Give examples.

Is some change bad?  Give examples.

How will you distinguish between when change is good, and change is 
bad.

2. Cite other Biblical examples where God appears to change in His 
methodology.

3. Have you had to change your relationship with someone due to a change they 
underwent?  Has a person asked forgiveness and it required you to relate 
differently to them?  Or has a child matured and asked forgiveness with a 
result that you had to change the way you wanted to act toward them?  
Answer the following questions about how challenging it is when someone 
who is estranged, asks to be forgiven.

a. What was your first reaction when the person asked forgiveness?

b. What did you do?

c. What do you wish you could have done?

d. What do you think the Loving Father from our story in Luke 
15:11-32 would have done?

4. God has boundaries that He will not cross.  As we saw in Chapter 4, God will 
not change in His essential permanence, nature, will or character.  What are 
some of the essential areas that you believe you cannot and should not 
change?  List seven areas below:

1. _________________________________________

2. _________________________________________

3. _________________________________________

4. _________________________________________

5. _________________________________________
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6. _________________________________________

7. _________________________________________

Which of these changes are strictly personal preferences?

Which of these changes are Biblical boundaries?

Discuss your answers with other leaders.

 I have written extensively on the polarization that arises over change and how to diffuse 1

it in Staying Power: Why People Leave The Church Over Change and What You Can Do 
About It (Abingdon Press, 2003). And, in this book I describe how change takes place 
through a six-stage and five-trigger process.  I will also discuss this further in Chapter 8: 
Go Slow, Build Consensus and Succeed.  This is because it is critical that the church 
leader understands the forces and stages that give rise to tensions and eventual 
polarization over change.  Thus, the reader wishing in-depth analysis of how change 
creates polarization, and how to overcome it should read this book.

 Millard Erickson, God and Change, op. cit., pp. 41-42.2

 Ibid., p. 42.3

 Type-4 Change does not apply to God for the same reasons as Type-1.4

 The theological terms for God’s attributes as all-knowing and all-powerful are 5

omniscience and omnipotence respectively.

 Millard Erickson, God and Change, ibid.6

 Millard Erickson, God and Change, ibid7

 Erickson lists ten types of change in the Bible (pp. 41-42).  While these ten types are 8

valid, they do not all bear upon the present discussion.  However, the reader wishing a 
fuller discussion should consult Erickson’s book.  Still, to not confuse the present reader 
and to keep the discussion from becoming too unwieldy, I have paired down Erickson’s 
list and renumbered it in a more uniform manner.
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 The five parables on overcoming the relational change when salvation is involved, 9

include:
1. The Parable of the Lost Sheep, Luke 15:3-7
2. The Parable of the Lost Coin, Luke 15:8-10
3. The Parable of the Loving Father, Luke 15:11-32
4. The Parable of the Shrewd Manager, Luke 16:1-18
5. The Parable of the Rich Man and the Beggar, Luke 16:19-31

 Millard Erickson, God and Change, op. cit., pp. 42.10

 J. Rodman Williams, 10 Teachings (Carol Stream, Ill.: Creation House, 1974), p. 17.11

 Albert and Loy Morehead, eds. The New American College Dictionary (New York: 12

Signet, 1995).

 Millard Erickson, God and Change, op. cit., pp. 43.13

 Ibid.,14

 Albert and Loy Morehead, eds. The New American College Dictionary, op. cit.15

 Francis Brown, S. R. Brown, and Charles A. Briggs, The Brown, Driver, Briggs 16

Hebrew and English Lexicon (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 1996).

 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” in Clark Pinnock, Richard 17

Rice, John Sanders, William Hasker and David Basinger, The Openness of God: A 
Biblical Challenge to the Traditional Understanding of God (Downers Grove, Ill.: 
InterVarsity, 1994).  Here Rice analyzes over 40 passages that describe God as repenting.  
Erickson uncovers a few more such passages (God and Change, op. cit., pp. 45-46) and 
in turn analyzes them.  The student interested in a thorough investigation into the 
passages that declare God repents will want to consult these two volumes.

 Erickson, God and Change, op. cit., pp. 4418

 Franz Laubach, Metamelomai, The New International Dictionary of New Testament 19

Theology, Colin Brown, ed., translated from Theologisches Begriffslexikon Zum Neuen 
Testament, ed.s Lothar Coenen, Erich Beyreuther and Hans Bietenhard (Grand Rapids, 
Mich: Zondervan, 1967), p. 356.
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 Michael D. Ryan in The Contemporary Explosion of Theology (Metuchen, New Jersey: 20

The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1975) points out that many people today have preconceived 
appreciation for or aversion to the concept of regret and genuine repentance.  He points 
out that though the meaning of repenting or turning form one’s sins is foundational and 
key, that we can begin discussion with non-churched people by substituting the word 
“consciousness change” for the word repent in our initial conversations with them.  Ryan 
points out that “consciousness change” is a widely used term among secular intellectuals 
to describe a change in mind that affects your entire life.  In other words, what former 
Vice President Al Gore is doing by promoting his movie on global-warming, is to foster 
“consciousness change” in movie-goers. His purpose is to change people in all areas of 
their life.  Charles A. Reich in his book The Greening of America (New York: Random 
House, 1970, pp. 299-348) popularized “consciousness change” and it has gained 
popularity with secular audiences.  To help such audiences understand what repentance 
and a turning form one’s sins means, we may want to begin by stating that Jesus wants a 
“consciousness change,” meaning a change in one’s entire being, outlook and direction 
with an accompanying regret for one’s old direction. While Gore’s attempt to at 
“consciousness change” regarding global-warming is important and laudable, it pales in 
comparison to humankind’s need for “consciousness change” in their attitude toward 
their sins and the salvation that only Jesus can offer.

 Cainotophobia means an abnormal fear of newness, and comes from combing of two 21

Greek words, kainos meaning new and phobia meaning “fear.”  Cainotophobia  is 
sometimes confused with Misoneism which means a fear of change or innovation, and 
comes from the combining the Greek words miso- (dislike or fear) with neos (new), The 
American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language: Fourth Edition, (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 2000).  Cainotophobia means a fear of the newness that results from 
change.  While the two are similar, cainotophobia has to do more with a fear of the 
change results, while misoneism has to do with a fear of the change process itself. Thus 
both words would be valid for the reticence we experience in our churches.  However, 
from what I have argued in the Introduction to this present book that while the Church 
may suffer for both maladies, it is primarily cainotophobia, a fear of the results of change 
that prevents churches from tackling change.

 See Stages 4 and 5 in the Process Model for Change and Group Exit in Staying Power: 22

Why People Leave The Church Over Change and What You Can Do About It (Abingdon 
Press, 2003).

 Jung Young Lee likens this understanding of change to the outlook in Eastern thought 23

of yin (rest) and yang (movement) as part of all creation.  Jung Young Lee, The Theology 
of Change: A Christian  Concept of God in an Eastern Perspective (Markynoll, New 
York: Orbis Books, 1979).
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