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Introduction and Definition

The doctrine of the Immutability of God is grounded firmly within the scriptural contexts from both the Old and New Testaments, the writings of the early and medieval church, the Reformation onward, and the experience of His people.  In the classic Theistic or the Thomist framework, God is defined as having the attribute of being “unchanging in nature, desire, and purpose.”
  The acts of God within the sphere of his creation are not seen as arbitrary and his response to people is within the context of his “desires and purposes of holy love.”
  His judgment of people is conditioned on his “changeless purpose concerning sin and conversion.”
  The scriptural embodiment of the doctrine of immutability is probably captured best in 1 Samuel 15:29 (RSV) where it is written, “And also the Glory of Israel will not lie or repent; for he is not a man, that he should repent.”  The dilemma for the theologian in the evaluation of this doctrine is framed by two contrary scriptural texts in the same chapter, 1 Samuel 15:11 (RSV) were it has previously stated that “I [YHWH] repent that I made Saul king, for he has turned back from following me, and has not performed my commands” and then 15:35b where it is restated, “And the Lord repented that he had made Saul king over Israel.”  The passages within the context of the same book, using the same Hebrew word,             , as well as other scriptural texts forces the reevaluation of the attribute of God’s immutability.  The purpose of this essay is to assess the classic doctrine of the immutability of God in the light of those people that challenge the doctrine and claim that God has mutable qualities.  The result of this reevaluation will be to yield a comprehensive statement developed in light of those that have sought to temper the rigidity of the doctrine.

Scriptural Support

The scriptural basis of the doctrine of Immutability is fully developed with numerous citations and succinct specificity to unchangeableness that enlightens the doctrine.  Scriptures offer confirmation that YHWH is not mortal with the qualities of lying or a changeableness of mind (Numbers 23:19; 1 Samuel 15:29).  YHWH stands alone and cannot be convinced by anyone to change his desires (Job 23:13).  There is a timelessness, unchanging quality to YHWH in a time-dependent, changing world (Psalm 102:26).  The promises of YHWH are of an eternal nature not capriciously offered to people (Psalm 110:4; Isaiah 31:2).  His steadfastness is apparent in his constancy of presence and love ( Isaiah 40:28).  The final book of the English Old Testament rings with the words of Malachi in Chapter 3, verse 6 (RSV), “For I the LORD do not change; therefore you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed.”  The New Testament has few direct citations regarding changeableness.  God’s unchangeable nature is restated for these readers in a new context (Hebrews 1:11; 7:21).  The author of James provides the most focused New Testament reference that phrases the attribute of unchangeableness to eliminate any potential of variation in the nature of God (James 1:17).

In addition to the incident previously cited with Samuel concerning Saul, within the pages of the Old Testament are other explicit references to the implication of the mutability of God.  YHWH repented for His evil thoughts toward his people (Exodus 32:14).  Numerous times Jeremiah and Jonah pronounces that YHWH will change His mind if people respond to the prophetic or divine call (Jeremiah 18:8; 26:3; 26:13; 26:19; Jonah 3:9-10).  Within the New Testament, divine mutability is implicit within the doctrine of the Incarnation and the alteration of the divine laws given to Moses.  

While scripture offers examples that can be interpreted to show a disparity in whether God has a changeable nature, the major points of consideration would be that the New Testament offers no distinct contradiction to the attribute of God’s unchangeableness.  The Old Testament references noted must be viewed in the light that anthropomorphisms were “indigenous to a faith which views God in terms of historical actions and relationships rather than in terms of natural power or impersonal being.”
  Scriptural references indicate that even through the filter of anthropomorphic explanations, God’s unchangeableness can initially be shown to be in the realm of “his goodness and righteousness” and not with respect to his decisions.
  Yet there is a “logical priority”
 that needs to be recognized of God’s righteousness and changelessness over any decisions that are dependent on his essential character.

Doctrine of Immutability

Greek Thought

An early root to the discussion of the immutability of God can be found in the pages of Greek thought.  A classic Greek view of God’s nature as “pure unchanging simplicity”
 or in static perfection is found in the Parmendian idea of the One and the Pythagorean table of opposites.
  The Platonic ideal in the definition of immutability as stated in Plato’s The Republic.

If he changes at all he can only change for the worse, for we cannot suppose him to be deficient either in virtue or beauty.
Very true, Adeimantus; but then, would any one, whether God or man, desire to make himself worse?
Impossible.
Then it is impossible that God should ever be willing to change; being, as is supposed, the fairest and best that is conceived, every god remains absolutely and for ever in his own form.
That necessarily follows, he said, in my judgment.

Aristotle supported the concept of ruling out all changes in the divine nature.  His ‘Unmoved mover’ could only change for the worse if he changed and this then would preclude him from being God.
  The Greek doctrine of the perfect unchangeableness of God with its influence on Christian thinkers would have set severe limits on the understanding of the doctrine of immutability and other descriptions of the divine attributes if it were assimilated without Christian reflection.  

Christian Thought

The balancing factor of any Greek influence would have been a Jewish contribution to the development of the doctrine of immutability.  Unfortunately the doctrine of God and the doctrine of man bear marks of de-Judaization.
  Judaism was capable of dealing with the tension of defining change of purpose to God while simultaneously ascribing that God is unchanging “without resolving the paradox; for the immutability of God was seen as the trustworthiness of his covenanted relation to his people in the concrete history of his judgment and mercy, rather than as a primarily ontological category.”
  The development of the doctrine of God would necessarily be hampered with the exclusion of the flexibility of Jewish acceptance of this paradox.  The rigidity of Platonic and Aristotelian thought could assume precedence in the language development of the doctrine.

The discussion of the immutability of God has developed throughout the history of the Christian church and it tended to apprehend the language of the Greek philosophers.  “The great medieval philosophers, Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas, argued that God is utterly and completely immutable, that no change of any kind could befall him.”
  But within their arguments were also the recognition that “God is perfectly active, with no trace of passivity.”
  For them there was a recognition of these paradoxical qualities of immutability and activity of God.  

In more recent times, the philosopher Soren Kierkegaard penned a sermon later published in his book Edifying Discourses that embodied the classic doctrine that had developed through the ages.

He changes all, Himself unchanged.  When everything seems stable (for it is only in appearance that the external world is for a time unchanged, in reality it is always in flux) and in the overturn of all things, He remains equally unchanged; no change touches Him, not even the shadow of a change; in unaltered clearness He, the father of lights, remained eternally unchanged.

For Kierkegaard, the change in the world is equated with the activity of God changing all.  This changing milieu does not affect the divine immutability for change is a necessary extension of the activity of God in the external world.  There is not a tension in Kierkegaard understanding insomuch as an immersion of change within the framework of God’s activity in His creation.  A contemporary theologian to Kierkegaard, Charles Hodge, recognized the tension but simply choose not to solve it.

We know that God is immutable in his being, his perfections, and his purpose; and we know that He is perpetually active.  And , therefore, activity and immutability must be compatible; and no explanation of the latter inconsistent with the former ought to be admitted.

Hodge has begun to anticipate the criticisms that would be leveled at the doctrine of the divine immutability.  He reformulates the classic orthodox position and yet while not admitting any inconsistency, he recognized its presence.  Hodge also brings into the argument the relation of time and space to the immutability of God.  For him “infinite space and infinite duration cannot change.”
  

A modern reformulation of the classic doctrine of immutability has been penned by James Packer.

God is simple (that is, totally integrated), perfect and immutable.  These words affirm that he is wholly and entirely involved in everything that he is and does, and that his nature, goals, and ways of acting do not change, either for the better (being perfect, he cannot become better) or for the worse.  His immutability is not the changelessness of an eternally frozen pose, but the moral consistency that holds him to his own principles of action and leads him to deal differently with those who change their own behavior towards him.

Packer has included moral consistency as an activity that is within the scope of immutability.  That consistency allows for the dilemma of Samuel who has to confront Saul who has not maintained his covenant agreement with YHWH.  YHWH’s repentant response could be predicted in advance of this individual’s behavior that breaks the relationship.  Classic doctrine would preserve the concept that God is in perfect agreement and execution to his promises and covenants.  In accordance with His covenantal nature His benevolence remains intact.  “The Bible's witness is that God is not a fickle, capricious god like the god of the pagans-he can be relied on because he is ever and eternally the same.”
  The change comes from the fickle, capricious creation.

Historical Challenge to the Doctrine
Tertullian

The paradoxes of the Christian faith have offered fertile ground for the constant reevaluation of the doctrine of the church for two thousand years.  Theologians through the ages have argued against interpreting literally the passages dealing with the repentance or changeableness of God, but while the vast majority have concluded that God is immutable all have struggled with “the obvious sense of these texts.”
  It can be argued that not all early Christian writers could not be defined as monopolar or holding to the absolute unchangeableness of God.
  Tertullian in his struggle with Marcion heresy struggled with the doctrine of immutability.  While there is abundant evidence in the work of Tertullian to show his advocacy of immutability, he was pressed into the discussion of the mutability of God due to the Marcion belief that God “could only save and only some at that, and could not condemn at all.”
  For Tertullian, a God who was only good, was “not good enough to be God.”
  At this point Tertullian views God as mutable and passible, as someone who does indeed have personal feelings.”
  Tertullian needed to express that the divine being without divine responsiveness to the creation lacks a key attribute of deity and cannot qualify as being divine.
  Tertullian made the equation of man in the image of God as the source of emotive similarity between the two.  The distinction between them is that man’s nature is corruptible while God’s is not.  Tertullian states:

God cannot become less or more, or be affected by time.  He is eternally the same.  It is obviously the case, however, that He can and must feel . . . all emotions in order to be God.  He does not feel them as we do, but nevertheless does feel them somehow, and therefore changes in an appropriately divine manner. 

The divine change for Tertullian was in the mysterious realm of the emotions.  Tertullian also developed another argument for a change in the divine plan by noting that the invalidation of the Jewish religious institutions was done because his will had changed and these institutions were no longer a "valid response to God's will."
  The principle theme to Tertullian’s evaluation of the perception of change within the nature of God, including the incarnation, is that God can allow for change while retaining His identity.  “The change which did occur was the embodiment (corporationem) of the Word of Jesus.”

Augustine and Reformation

In comparison to Tertullian, Augustine rejects any argument that includes the potential of the mutability of God.  He is an author "who sees no possibility whatever for any change including emotion and mutability in his description of God. . . . In text after text Augustine consistently asserts divine immutability, thereby intensifying the classical theological problems of creation in time, divine influence and human freedom, predestination, and divine foreknowledge.”
  The problems that had forced Tertullian to question the consistency of immutability were to lie dormant until a later age would reevaluate them.  The opportunity of the Reformation was not a time for the questioning of the doctrine.  The need for practicality of doctrine necessitated the promulgation of the classic doctrine of immutability.  Yet even within the clarity of the Reformation restatement of God’s utter unchangeableness, the continued awareness of His activity in creation was not minimized.

Modern Challenge to the Doctrine

Brunner and Barth

Two major sources of modern analysis of the doctrine of immutability can be found in the writings of Emile Brunner and Karl Barth.  These two theologians deny that “God is immobile, stationary, inactive and uninvolved, and affirms rather that he is constantly actively in loving and caring relationship with others.”
  Brunner, a self-consciously biblical writer, commented, “If there be no ‘motus’ in God, then there is neither wrath nor love in God; then most certainly there is no ‘heartfelt mercy’, but the most rigid immutability of the self-sufficient idea.”
  Brunner argues that God who stands above time purposefully limits himself into time for his creation.  This is a voluntary change that God makes for his creation in relationship with his creation.

Karl Barth postulations on the doctrine of immutability after a withering attack on earlier classic statements on the topic.  Barth offers his answer to the question, "What is the immutable?" with this statement:  

"This living God in His self-affirmation is the immutable."  The immutable is the fact that this God is as the One He is, gracious and holy, merciful and righteous, patient and wise. The immutable is the fact that He is the Creator, Reconciler, Redeemer and Lord.  This immutability includes rather than excludes if from the pulse of the created world, or above all from the emotions of our pious feeling. . . . God's constancy-which is a better word than the suspiciously negative word "immutability"–is the constancy of His knowing, willing and acting and indefatigableness in which God both is Himself and also performs His work, maintaining it as such and continually making it His work.

The change in the vocabulary from immutability to constancy is important to Barth as the sense of the doctrine was being hindered by the baggage that the word ‘immutability’ carried with it.  Barth was also not prepared to accept the scriptural interpretation of the repentance passages as merely figurative, God would be “self-limited to an inflexible immobility.”
  But Barth also emphasized the activity of God affirming His immutability.  Additionally, the doctrine is criticized by Barth with regard to prayer and the need to account for the efficacy of prayer.  God’s response to prayer cannot be seen as God losing face as if “he appeared to change his mind in answer to prayer.”

Process Theology

Classical Theology can be compared to the modern movement of defining God, Process Theology.  Classical theists emphasize the creative role of God.  There is a ultimacy and supreme sovereignty to the Creator upon whom all creation depends for its sustenance.  A Creator that is not transcendent and perfect in His unchangeableness does not merit our worship.  A process theologian would define God as a dipolar being capable of changing in response to the free will of his creation.  The classical theist proclaims that anything less than immutability such as the process theologian’s definition of God would be paying obeisance to a finite God that falls short of ultimacy.  The process theologians would defend themselves by affirming that they wish “to do justice to the notion of God as one who lives, is really related to and is thus affected by the creatures who worship Him.”
  The Thomist would defend his thesis with the conviction that there can be nothing greater than God, a perfect being incapable of change while remaining active in his creation.  The Process theologian would counter that “if God is immutable, He cannot be the religiously available God of the Scriptures.  But if God is religiously available,  He cannot be the unchanging God of the philosophers.”
  Process philosophy, by contrast (to classical philosophy), stresses development, becoming, flux, and the temporal dimensions of reality.  Events are related to each other by feeling or "prehensions."
  Process theology also rejects any despotism in the will of God.  For these theologians He only “offers ideal aims to finite reality and allows free response to those aims.”
  

Neo-Classical Theism

In the modern era, other authors have sought to diminish the perceived rigidity of the orthodox doctrine of immutability.  In his article to redefine theism, Clark Pinnock developed his arguments of the changeableness of God along three characteristics: "immutability in the strong metaphysical sense, timeless in his eternity, and impassible in relation to the experience of any feelings."
  Pinnock primary argument for readdressing these topics is that the focus of classical theism is weighted on the side of philosophy at the expense of scripture.  His evangelical theology necessitates the reevaluation of these qualities of God with a "primacy of Scripture over philosophy."
  Pinnock stated:

Although the Scriptures plainly teach God's constancy and reliability in the moral and religious sphere, nowhere do they teach or imply immutability in the strong metaphysical sense which was adopted in the classical tradition.  On the contrary there are innumerable texts in which God's responses and actions are described so as to convey real and dynamic change in him.  The idea that God must be unchangeable in every conceivable sense is completely foreign to the Bible.

Pinnock attempted to develop the theme that classic theism did not use biblical revelation as a counterweight to the language and ideas of the Greek philosophers.  He admitted that Greek thought can be correct on some points of the definition of God but he felt it was used injudiciously.  Pinnock also used the incarnation as an example of God’s necessity to change to accomplish His will.  He triumphantly states, “How ironic for classical theism to claim that God is unlimited, and deny that he is able to do the very things the Bible says that he can and does do!  Changing is something God can do, and more wonderfully it is something God wills to do for the sake of our salvation.”
  Pinnock postulates that the classic theologians have sought to filter scripture through the test of dogma as opposed to his corrective of having scripture become the priority over the language of philosophy.

In his rebuttal to Pinnock, Richard Muller offered Pinnock the words of Jerome Zanchi who said, “The Son of Man became man, not by any change of him into flesh or by a change in the flesh or by a confusion of the divine nature with the human but by the sole assumption of the human nature into the unity of the said person.”
  In Christ God assumed the human body of people, an act that must be seen as part of his eternal purpose and therefore intrinsic to his unchangeableness.
  An additional problem with Pinnock is his failure to recognize that classic authors struggled with the activity of God and were not unheeding of the tension that ensued.

Another modern presentation of God’s immutability has been offered by Keith Ward in his book The Concept of God.  For Ward, the Thomist proofs of the existence of God “leads one to postulate an unchanging ground of change, an uncaused cause of all beings, a necessary and unconditioned ground of all dependent, contingent realities, an absolute source of values, and a rationale for the evolutionary development of humanity.”
  The recognition of the fact that this is an area that seems to be permanently shrouded in mystery does not mitigate from Ward postulating that “the ordered continuity of temporal change needs to be ensured by a being which is not susceptible to unforeseeable, and possible fortuitous, alteration.”
  Ward attempted to deal with the activity of God by developing a doctrine of God that showed that even if God is not temporally inhibited, he is not immobilized nor limited to an inability to change in specific aspects of His being.
  Ward summarized his belief in the mutability of God with the following statement:

Talk of the immutability of God enables one to say that there are necessary, unchanging principles of change and rationality, sovereign in the universe and emanating from an inconceivable sustaining reality.  On the other hand, talk of change in God enables one to say that this reality interacts with finite beings, changing in its specific nature by reacting to events in the world and bringing into being new and creative possibilities for finite creatures.  It also enables one to speak more intelligibly about God becoming incarnate and living as man, dying and rising again, and working in the world through the power of the Holy Spirit-all basic Christian doctrine which seem to imply change of some sort in God.
  154-55.

Ward desires to hold to a changeless nature of God but he wants to temper that desire with the reality of a world that “contains the possibility of radical newness and of Divine response to free human action.”
  No imprisonment is accepted that would limit the ability of God to change as circumstances warrant adjustments to His being.  

Synthesis

It is essential when assessing doctrine to realize that doctrine is not authoritative for evangelical Christians.  But an appropriate rejoinder to those same evangelicals would be to recognize that the teaching of the entire course of the church whether in the councils or the writing of influential theologians must not be ignored by the modern inquirer of classic doctrine.  The instruction that is contained can mitigate the same errors that have plagued the church from its inception.

To begin to synthesize the variety of sincere opinions on the topic of Divine Immutability, the recognition needs to be made that change that implies imperfection in the intrinsic being of God is repulsive to the description of God’s attributes.  With regard to the scriptural descriptions, change, if that is an appropriate word, can only derive from the relational aspects of the human-divine encounter.
  If Barth’s word of constancy is employed, the picture that emerges is that of a God who is ever-present in his working relationship with his creation.  Constancy implies the presence of God throughout the duration of the creation.  This presence in the midst of change does not tarnish the perfection of God but only enhances the concept of proximity in relation to those with whom He is in covenant relationship.  That relationship will rely on the covenants and promises of God in the execution of the purposes of God.

While the writers of the early church wrote diatribes against Jewish religious tenets and life, the reality of the integration of both cultural perspectives within the early church does not allow for the separation of one from the other.  The integration of Greek thought had begun long before the Christian era.  The use of the language of the philosophers as a means of clearly communicating doctrine does not justify modern theologians disregarding any discussion that presents Greek terminology within the framework of a Christian doctrine.  It is fair to say that the harmonization of Greek and Hebrew/Aramaic culture was integral to New Testament writers and later attempts by the early church writers of the first few centuries to disparage Jewish thought must be seen also in the fact that they also deprecated Greek/pagan thought.  Where the language of philosophy was the clearest tool of communicating an idea “early theologians attempted at every juncture, then, to subordinate philosophy to Scripture, and philosophical doctrines were judged to be true of false, adequate or inadequate, on the basis of their correlation (or lack thereof) with Scripture.”
  The Church can be shown from its inception to be a new creature, not a fusion or a collage of ideas but a redeemer of the language of the day into a coherent Christian doctrine. 

A distinction offered by Ronald Nash in his book, The Concept of God, proposes a distinction between the intentional and the real order of God.  His proposal is that “so long as changes occur only in God's intentional order (that is, in God's consciousness), His immutability is not compromised.  Changes in God's intentional being do not require corresponding changes in God's real being.  The contents of God's consciousness can be contingent, varied, and many, but this does not entail that God's intrinsic being is contingent.”
  The interaction of God with his creation be it through knowing, loving or reacting to the actions of his people does not alter the essential perfection of his being.  Any creation that is a recreation within existing laws of physics does not add or subtract from the perfection of God.  God is eternally complete and any changes that occur will be the result of “new expressions and directions of His goodness and love.”

The necessity of creating a singularity to the understanding of the unchangeability of God is seen in Richard Muller’s defense of classical theism.  Muller uses the language of “logical priority of ethical and intentional changelessness over divine repentance.”
  This distinction of priority recognizes that the foundation of the argument that divine repentance rests on the divine immutability of God’s promises.  The feature of complete trustworthiness in the nature of God to execute His promises in their entirety to those with whom he is in covenant relationship necessitates an active association.  If change is to occur, the change has to come from the creation not the creator.  The person that through their own volition changes against the known will of God has the right to expect that God will be disappointed, withdraw the benefits of the relationship and will work to correct the wayward individual.

The evangelical Christian is presented with the paradox that has been debated through the centuries, “How is God immutable and active without denigrating his immutability?”  The priority of scriptural evidence describing God as unchanging must be seen as primary over any scriptural descriptions of God changing or repenting due to the actions of His creation.  The element of immutability that must remain uncompromised is the unchanging nature, promise, desire for covenant relationship, and purpose of God.  God is unchanging in his opposition to sin and He remains in holiness.  But He is not static in his relationship with His created ones.  He is involved in all and yet remains unchanged through it all.  God lives and is in relationship with people.  Wisdom and justice are the precepts that dictate His love and power toward them as part of His receptivity to the needs and concerns of His people by responding to prayer in accordance to His unchanging purpose for human beings.  Immutability is a divine attribute of God yet this is an immutability that is active, participatory and mysterious.  Regardless of his involvement with an ever-changing people, God remains incorruptibly immutable.
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