Does God Change?
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The Bible clearly states that God does not “change or repent:” 

God is not a man, that He should lie, nor a son of man, that He should repent. Has He said, and will He not do? Or has He spoken, and will He not make it good?  Behold, I have received a command to bless; He has blessed, and I cannot reverse it.  Numbers 23:19,20.

The Strength of Israel will not lie nor repent: for he is not a man, that he should repent.   1 Samuel 15:29 

I the LORD have spoken it: it shall come to pass, and I will do it; I will not go back, neither will I spare, neither will I repent.   Ezekiel 24:14 

For I am the Lord, I change not.    Malachi 3:6 

With whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.   James 1:17 

There are other verses, however, that appear to suggest that God does change in response to human activity. Is this a contradiction?    “How do you reconcile the passages which state that God does not change (e.g., Malachi 3:6), with others that seem to suggest that he does alter his course of action?  For example Exodus 32:14, says:  "And the Lord repented of the evil which he said he would do unto his people.”  

Simply stated, a contradiction occurs when something is said to both be, and not be.  It cannot be both.  Biblically, when statements appear to contradict, there is a  resolution to the seeming problem because God does not contradict Himself.  Where we are faced with a passage that seems to contradict clear, easy to understand verses we should always start with the truth of  the clear verses.  

The Bible asserts the fundamental concept of God's immutability, or in other words, His essence, character and will are unchanging, stable and perfect.  He is the same eternally.  (See Psalms 102:26-27)   With God there can be "no variation, neither shadow cast by turning."  James 1:17 ASV (also see Hebrews 13:8)   God is not flighty, arbitrary or moody.  These are all human characteristics.  

The Bible also presents the enlightening concept that God is omniscient.  God knows everything there is to know.  Past, present, and future there is nothing that He does not know.  He has never  had to learn anything, nor is He is ever surprised by what humans do. He knows our thoughts before we know our thoughts. ( Heb 4:12-13)  He knows every molecule of our bodies. (Psalms 139:1ff; Matthew 10:30)   Not even a bird falls to the earth without God knowing it. (Matthew 10:29) God's omniscience includes the future. The multitude of prophecies in the Bible are clear evidence of  God's foreknowledge.  It is illogical to conclude that the Creator of the Universe vacillates back and forth, doing one thing now, then later changing his mind.

The Bible frequently uses figures of speech that seem to suggest that God changes his actions in response to man’s behavior. The Exodus 32 account is a good example.  While Moses was up on the mountain, receiving the stone tablets, the people below, made an idol in the shape of a calf.  They worshiped the molten calf  as their deliverer from Egypt which was in oposition to God's will.  God proclaimed his intention to “consume” them. Moses interceded and asked God to not destroy them. The biblical text records God’s response in this way:

“Jehovah repented of the evil [destruction] which he said he would do unto his people” (Ex. 32:14).  The term “repented” reflects a figure of speech, common to many languages, known as anthropopathism (literally, man feelings). This is an idiom by which divine activity is described symbolically in terms of human emotion. It is rather similar to the kindred figure, anthropomorphism (man form) by which God is described as having physical parts (e.g., eyes, hands, etc.) even though he is not a physical being (Jn. 4:24; Lk. 24:39).  Anthropopathism, therefore, is a figure of speech by which human feelings or emotions are ascribed to God, in order to accommodate man’s ignorance of the unfathomable intentions and operations of deity (cf. Rom. 11:33-36).

“[Anthropopathism is a figure here used] by which God’s activity is explained, by analogy, in strictly human terms. The meaning is not that God changed His mind; still less that He regretted something that He had intended to do. It means, in biblical language, that He now embarked on a different course of action from that already suggested as a possibility, owing to some new factor which is usually mentioned in the context. In the Bible, it is clear that God’s promises and warnings are always conditional on man’s response: this is most clearly set out in Ezekiel 33:13-16. We are not to think of Moses as altering God’s purpose towards Israel by his prayer, but as carrying it out.”    (Exodus—Tyndale O.T. Commentaries, Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1973, p. 217;).

To "rightly divide the Bible" it must be understood that the biblical passages that represent God as changing employ one of several figures of speech.   Without an understanding of at least some of the most common figures of speech used by the Bible writers (by inspiration) the blind will surely lead the blind into a ditch.

All human languages are filled with figures of speech used to create a dramatic effect or to emphasis a point.  The ancient Hebrew and Greek languages were extremely idiomatic.  Both Hebrew and Koine Greek  have phraseologies and figures that do not occur in English.  Without a recognition of figures of speech inconsistent and dangerous ideas and doctrines are born.  The misunderstanding and misuse of figures of speech are the root of most of the abusive and controlling doctrines and beliefs that  hold the Church hostage today.  

The truths of the Bible must be very carefully extracted from poor translations and traditions. The truth must be presented boldly in spite of opposition. As workman we must rightly divide the word of truth, not by the word of men, but "by every word of God." (Luke 4:4)

(Partnership With One Another; 1993, https://www.neilshouse.com/POA4.html)
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