‘Who knows? God might turn and repent!’

Was the King of Nineveh right to be uncertain?

In the book of Jonah, God proclaims through the prophet Jonah that in 40 days the city of Nineveh will be destroyed. In response to this the King of Nineveh issues a decree for the whole city to fast, wear sackcloth, pray and turn from their evil deeds on the basis that (he says) “Who knows? God might turn and repent and turn from his burning anger and we might not be destroyed!”
 The King’s gamble pays off, and God does change his mind and does not destroy the city. 

God changing his mind raises theological problems. If God changes His mind, does that mean He is a liar or untrustworthy? How does this fit with the immutability of God? There are also some Bible passages that seem to say God does not change His mind.  At the same time saying that God does not change His mind raises problems. What then is the point of prayer? How can we have a relationship with God if He is not responsive to us? There are Bible passages that say God does repent.

This essay will examine Bible passages that seem to say God does repent, and then those that seem to say He does not. It will then look at passages in which characters, such as the King of Nineveh, are uncertain about whether or not God will repent, arguing that they are right to be uncertain. It will apply this to the nature of God and human practice in light of this, touching on some of the issues of the previous paragraph. 

God does repent

We have already seen in the book of Jonah one example of God repenting in His not destroying Nineveh. This is emphasised by a confessional statement by Jonah that God is “a gracious God, and merciful, of slow anger and of much love and repenting concerning evil”
. This statement seems to echo Exodus 34, God’s self-revelation to Moses. Joel 2:13 makes the same statement as Jonah in almost exactly the same words.
 This is a general statement about God’s character, not confined to this one incident. Jonah then clearly asserts that repenting is part of God’s character.
 

In Jeremiah 18:1-12, God explicitly says to Jeremiah that He does repent. If He says He will destroy a nation and it repents from evil, He will change His mind (verse 8). If He says He will bless the nation, but they turn and do evil, He will change His mind (verse 10).
 The purpose of the prophecy against Judah in verse 11 is that they turn from evil.

The example that God uses to illustrate this is that of a potter. The potter is free to change His mind regarding the object He is making if things go wrong. In the same way, God is free to change His mind regarding a nation if they do or do not respond appropriately. God, despite being all-powerful and free to do whatever He wants, chooses to act in response in human action.

1 Samuel 15 tells the story of how Saul is rejected from being King of Israel. As a result of Saul failing to fully carry out one of God’s commands, God tells Samuel that He repents that He has crowned Saul as King (verse 11). The episode concludes with a repetition that the LORD repented that He had crowned Saul King over Israel (verse 35). As a result of this episode David is anointed King (15:28,16:1-13) and eventually replaces Saul and his family as King. This is a clear example of God repenting of promised good.

Willis lists 27 times across the Old Testament (including those I have mentioned) where it is said that God repents.
 We can see from this that the Old Testament plainly teaches that God does change His mind. 

God does not repent

Willis also lists 9 times where it is said that God does not repent. In most instances these are clearly of specific things, either where it is said that God did not repent (e.g. Jeremiah 20:16) or that He will not repent (e.g. Psalm 110:4).
 There are also instances where the word ‘repent’ is not used, but where God is petitioned for something but does not change His mind (e.g. 2 Sam 12:16-18). The prophecies stating that God will not repent suggest that warning is not the only function of prophecy. Sometimes predicted doom may have a more similar role to that of a curse, or may aim to show that the disaster is from God, because He has predicted it beforehand.
  

There are, however, two texts that are sometimes taken as general statements that God never repents.
 These are Numbers 23:19 and 1 Samuel 15:29. They are very similar statements, both paralleling repentance with deceit or lies, and both giving the reason for God’s not repenting as being that He is not human. Both Statements are made by prophets apparently making prophecies
.

The key phrases of the statements are usually translated “God is not a (son of) man that He should repent”, taking this as a general statement about God. In both cases, however, the phrase could be translated ‘will repent’, making it specific to the context. In Numbers, the verb is a Hithpael imperfect, which literally means ‘will repent’. Samuel has a Niphal infinitive construct, literally meaning ‘God is not a man to repent’. Jeremiah 31:15 has exactly the same form of the verb, referring to Rachel refusing to be comforted/repent.
 

Both verses can then be taken as referring specifically to their context only. In Numbers Balaam is saying that God will not change his mind about blessing Israel. In Samuel, Samuel is saying that God will not change His mind about removing the Kingship from Saul to his neighbour.
 The only reason to take these statements as general principals is that they are based on the general principal that God is not human.  

This is not a good reason, however, as the texts may be taken to be applying the general principal that God is not human to the specific event, leading to the conclusion that in these events (of blessing Israel and removing Saul) God will not repent. The statement that God is not human is also related to the statement that God will not lie. The point of saying that God is not human is that human beings often deceitfully say one thing and do another or unfaithfully go back on their word. God is not like this, so will not repent on these occasions.

This is not to say that God will never repent. In situations where it is not deceitful or unfaithful to change His mind, the fact that God is not human does not mean He will not repent. In Jonah, for example, God is not being unfaithful to Nineveh by not carrying out His promise to destroy her. Rather, He is being merciful to Nineveh and changing His mind on the basis of a new situation. There would be no reason to destroy arbitrarily a city that had turned from its evil ways. In the same way, God is not unfaithful to repent of making Saul King. Saul has not behaved in an appropriate way, so is removed. There is no falseness or deceitfulness in this removal. 

In the case of Numbers, it would have been false for God to curse Israel. God had chosen Israel and promised to blessed her, so to remove this blessing because Balak offered a few bulls would be to turn this promise into a lie. He would be like a judge accepting a bride against the innocent. God is not like this; He is not human.
  

In the case of Saul, God has decided to appoint David King, and will not go back on this.
 Furthermore, Saul does not seem to repent to the LORD of his sin, but simply wants Samuel to honour him. For God to repent without proper repentance on Saul’s part would show that the threat to remove him as King had really been false. This is what Saul is asking for in verse 25 before Samuel’s statement that God will not repent. 

Just because God not being false is the reason for His non-repentance in these situations, it does not follow that this is the only reason why He would not repent. In Jeremiah 15:6, for example, God says that He is weary with repenting. We must be careful not to think of God as a machine who always acts in the same way for the same reason in every situation.

God might repent

We have seen that there are some occasions when God does change His mind, and some when He does not. Perhaps the King of Nineveh is right then to be uncertain of what God will do? In the two examples looked at the reason God does not repent is that to do so would be false in some way. Since this is not the case in Jonah, we could say that the King of Nineveh could have been more certain than he was. 

On the other hand, uncertainty of whether or not God will repent is not unknown in the rest of the Old Testament. The prophet Joel (2:12-14), after encouraging Jerusalem to return to the LORD on the basis that He is gracious and merciful and repents of evil immediately says “Who knows? He might turn and repent!” The basis of the return to the LORD with fasting and weeping is on the same uncertainty as the King of Nineveh’s decree. In fact, there are so many similar phrases in Jonah and Joel that many think there is some kind of relationship between the two texts.
 

King David also shows uncertainty of whether or not God will repent in 2 Sam 12:14-23. After David commits adultery with Bathsheba and she falls pregnant, Nathan the prophet prophesies that their child will die. Whilst the child is sick, David fasts and prays to God on the ground all night. Once the child has died he stops mourning and resumes normal life. He explains this by saying that whilst the child was alive, “who knows?” (Verse 22), the LORD might have let the child live, but now the child is dead this hope has gone. David acts in the same way as the King of Nineveh, fasting and praying in the hope that God will change His mind about a prophecy. This case shows that God will not always change His mind, and also reinforces the point that prophecy is not always to bring about repentance so God can avert a punishment; sometimes it is just to state that such and such punishment will be carried out.
 

It is hard to see why the Lord should not repent in this case. I am sure many explanations could be offered, but perhaps the point is that we do not know, and neither does David. We cannot understand why God repents sometimes and not others. He would be perfectly just never to repent of harm against us, but by His grace He often does. The point may be that in some situations we do not know if God will repent, but the believer must fast and pray and hope that He might, without having any ground against Him if He does not because He knows best.

Who Knows?
If God sometimes changes His mind and sometimes does not, does that mean God is unreliable? To bring the question into a practical Christian context, if God changes His mind, might He change His mind about my salvation? By no means! As we have seen in this essay, God does not repent when such repentance is false. If He has promised blessing and good to a person (e.g. David or the individual Christian) or to a group (e.g. Israel or the Church) He will not go back on His word unless the promise is broken by the other party, and even then He often stays faithful to His side of the promise. In the case of the Christian, God changing His mind does not mean He will suddenly decide against saving us for no reason. God is often unpredictable, but He is not unfaithful. 

On the basis of this essay then, the King of Nineveh was right to be uncertain. Whilst there was no obvious reason that God would not change His mind as in Numbers 23:19, and whilst God does generally seem to change His mind when people respond to a prophecy with prayer, fasting and repentance of wickedness, as we saw in the case of David, this cannot be assumed. For the Kind of Nineveh to act with uncertainty demonstrates humility and knowledge that God’s hand cannot be forced. He hoped God would repent out of His mercy, but knew that God was free to do as He pleased and would be justified in punishing Nineveh’s sin.
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