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Introduction 
 

When President Clinton first denied having ‘sexual relations’ with Monica Lewinsky and 

then later confessed to “wrongful conduct that included inappropriate intimate contact,”1 most 

people considered these statements to be contradictory. However, there is no doubt that President 

Clinton could argue that ‘sexual relations’ has a different  nuance than ‘wrongful conduct’ and 

‘inappropriate intimate contact.’ If such delicately crafted statements can be understood as 

contradictory how can we deny that the Bible, which contains significantly more obvious 

contradictions, is without error or contradiction?  

One of the best examples of biblical contradiction is found in 1 Samuel 15. This passage 

claims that God repents2 (Mjn) in vv. 11 and 35, and that he does not repent (Mjn) in v. 29. The 

implications of this passage fall into two major categories. The first is the consistency of 

Scripture, which we will call contradiction, and the second is the consistency of the character of 

God, which we will refer to as constancy. 

Evangelicals have placed a great deal of emphasis on the doctrine of the inerrancy of 

Scripture. This doctrine is called into question when the Bible affirms that God changes His 

mind (Gen. 6:6; Exo. 32:14; 1 Sam. 15:11, etc.) and simultaneously does not change His mind 

(Num. 23:19; 1 Sam. 15:29, etc.). Furthermore, the contradiction in 1 Samuel 15 affects the way 

that Christians view God. Evangelical Christians, who desire to maintain God’s unchanging 

                                                
1 Bill Clinton, My Life (New York: Vintage Books), 773, 801. 
2 When we speak of ‘repentance’ with God as the subject we follow Terence E. Fretheim’s observation, 

“The Repentance of God: A Key to Evaluating Old Testament God-Talk,” HBT 10, no. 1 (June 1988): 50, that, 
“God is never said to have committed any sin of which God needs to repent….Divine repentance thus has reference 
to an activity for which the word is not commonly used in contemporary English.” The use of the word repentance, 
in this sense, is much closer to the common English expression ‘to change one’s mind’ or ‘to change one’s course of 
action.’ 
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character, tend to view the statement in 1 Sam. 15:29 as the more trustworthy statement,3 while 

more liberal readers tend to view the statements in 1 Sam. 15:11 and 35 as more trustworthy.4 

The purpose of this essay is to understand this biblical contradiction. We will do this first, 

by briefly examining the predominant models for solving the problem of the contradiction in 1 

Samuel 15, and second, by proposing an alternative model for understanding this problem. It is 

our belief that the contradiction in 1 Samuel 15 can be understood both as a coherent literary 

presentation of an argument as well as a theologically consistent and satisfying presentation of 

the nature of God. 

Contradiction 

Predominant Strategies 

 Scholars have long proposed strategies and theories to help alleviate or explain the 

contradiction between 1 Sam. 15:29 and 1 Sam. 15:11 and 35. For the purposes of this study it is 

helpful to categorize the predominant strategies into three groups. These are 1) harmonizing, 2) 

source criticism, and 3) narrative reliability. We will examine these strategies as well as propose 

our strategy for understanding the problem of a biblical contradiction—the category of paradox. 

Harmonizing 

 The first category of strategies for dealing with the contradiction in 1 Samuel 15 we call, 

‘harmonizing.’ Strategies in this category can be defined as any attempt to make sense of an 

apparent contradiction by means of a qualification to either one or both claims being made 

without resorting to a rejection of either. One of the primary examples of a harmonizing strategy 
                                                

3 E.g., C.F. Keil, The Books of Samuel, In Commentary on the Old Testament, Vol. 2, C.F. Keil and F. 
Delitzsch, trans. James Martin (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 2006), 469, and Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., 
Hard Sayings of the Old Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988), 113-15. 

4 E.g., P. Kyle McCarter, Jr. 1 Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes and Commentary, The 
Anchor Bible, Vol. 8 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1980), 268; Robert Polzin, Samuel and the 
Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deuteronomic History, Part 2, I Samuel (New York: Harper & Row, 
Publishers, San Francisco, 1989), 140; and Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature 
and the Drama of Reading (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1985), 502. 
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is the appeal to the statements of God’s ‘repentance’ as anthropomorphisms.5 The 

anthropomorphic argument is that a passage which speaks of God changing His mind (e.g., Gen. 

6:6; 1 Sam. 15:11, 35) must be understood as “only an analogy,”6 while a passage which speaks 

of God as unchanging (e.g., Num. 23:19; 1 Sam. 15:29) is an actual description of God’s 

character.7  

The weakness of the anthropomorphic argument lies in the fact that it requires a rejection 

of the intent of the anthropomorphic language. The fact is that anthropomorphic language is used 

to communicate some truth by means of metaphor. To reject what the metaphor intends to 

communicate is to reject the metaphor and render it useless.8 The interpreter of these supposed 

anthropomorphisms must be able to accept what such language intends while rejecting what it 

does not.9 Furthermore, the anthropomorphic argument does not take seriously the theme of 

divine repentance, which is firmly rooted in Israel’s tradition. Passages such as the declaration of 

the Lord’s character in Joel 2,10 consider divine repentance (Mjn) a quality that is to be listed with 

the Lord’s graciousness (N…wnDj), compassion (M…wjår), patience (M̂yAÚpAa JK®rRa), and lovingkindness 

(dRsRj).  

Another harmonizing strategy for dealing with the contradiction in 1 Samuel 15 is the 

                                                
5 An anthropomorphism can be defined as “the description of God in human forms and feelings 

(anthropopathisms),” Lester J. Kuyper, “The Suffering and the Repentance of God,” SJT 22, no. 2 (June 1969): 257. 
Strictly speaking, an anthropomorphism describes God in terms of human forms, while an anthropopathisms 
describes God in terms of human feelings and emotions, which is what is present in the 1 Samuel 15 text. This 
makes the 1 Samuel 15 text all the more problematic. Anthropomorphisms are easily spotted because they describe 
god in human forms (e.g., Ps. 37:4), but an anthropopathism assumes that we know what feelings or emotions the 
Lord would or would not have. This seems to this author to be a much more difficult task. 

6 Timothy R. Ashley, The Book of Numbers, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1993), 477. 

7 See Keil, Samuel, 469. 
8 Cf. Fretheim’s statement, “Repentance of God,” 51, that “metaphors do reveal an essential continuity with 

reality which is God; they do in fact contain information about God.”  
9 Cf. Kuyper, “Suffering and Repentance,” 257-58.  
10 Joel 2:13. The niphal participle form of Mjn in this verse serves to express this thought as “continuous 

action,” in other words this is something that God has done and will do repeatedly. See Ronald J. Williams, Hebrew 
Syntax: An Outline, 2nd edition (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 39. 
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appeal to the fact that some promises are conditional and some are unconditional.11 This strategy 

allows the text of 1 Sam. 15:11 and 35 to be understood as God doing what He said He would 

do, namely reject Saul if he didn’t carry out the Lord’s words, rather than going back on His 

word. On the surface this sounds good but it is met with some problems.  

There are two ways to view the unconditional nature of v. 29. The first argues v. 29 is 

referencing the rejection of Saul’s kingship. It is the rejection that is unconditional,12 while 

Saul’s kingship was always conditioned upon his obedience.13 This is beset with two problems. 

First, the text that is appealed to for the conditional promise theory is Jer. 18:7-10, which states 

that the Lord has the right to turn from His anger if a city repents or to turn from a promised 

blessing if a city turns away from Him. This text does allow for the rejection of Saul but it would 

also allow for his reinstatement when he repents, which is refused.14 Second, Moberly observes 

that if the statement in v. 29 is referring to the rejection of Saul’s kingship it is puzzling why it  

should look so much like the formulation of a general principle about God, when a more 
simple formulation would presumably have sufficed for the purpose of saying that the 
decision about Saul was nonnegotiable—for example, ‘and in this matter YHWH will not 
repent’ (ûbāzō’t lō’ yinnāhēm YHWH).15 
 

The second way that this text is read is to see v. 29 referring to the kingship of David, which is 

unconditional (2 Sam. 7:12-13).16 However, this observation has two weaknesses as well. The 

first is the same as the previous reading: v. 29 is written as a timeless and general principle about 

                                                
11 Cf. Jer. 18:1-12. 
12 R.P. Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel: A Commentary (Exeter, UK: The Paternoster Press, 1986), 146. 
13 1 Sam. 12:14-15. 
14 It is true that one could argue that Saul’s repentance was not genuine. However, the whole movement of 

the dialogue between Samuel and Saul seems to lead to the conclusion that Samuel has caused Saul to at last 
recognize his sin. So Polzin, Samuel, 143. 

15 R.W.L. Moberly, “God Is Not Human That He Should Repent,” In God in the Fray: A Tribute to Walter 
Breuggemann, eds. Tod Linafelt and Timothy K. Beal (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1998): 120.  

16 Terence E. Fretheim, “Divine Foreknowledge, Divine Constancy, and the Rejection of Saul’s Kingship,” 
CBQ 47, no. 4 (Oct. 1985): 599; Moberly, “That He Should Repent,” 120. See also, Kaiser, Hard Sayings,113-15. 
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God.17 The second weakness of this reading is that it makes no sense in context. Neither Saul nor 

Samuel know anything about David and the flow of the action seems most clearly to be referring 

to the Lord’s decision to reject Saul.18 Thus, trying to find help from the fact that some of God’s 

promises are conditional and some are unconditional requires either a rejection of the way the 

verse is worded or importing a subject to this text that none of the actors in the scene would 

know. 

Source Criticism 

 A second predominant strategy for understanding the contradiction in 1 Samuel 15 is the 

appeal to source criticism. The two reasons most commonly given for understanding the section 

of 1 Sam. 15:24-29 as a later addition are 1) the elements of repetition,19 and 2) the obvious 

contradiction between v. 29 and vv. 11 and 35.20  

 Foresti’s argument that elements such as repetition are “classical signs…of a text re-

elaborated on successive occasions,”21 has been refuted generally by the recognition of repetition 

as a literary strategy in Hebrew narrative,22 and specifically by Long’s argument that Saul’s 

repeated confessions in vv. 24-29 and 30-31 include subtle differences that are intentionally 

                                                
17 Somehow Moberly, “That He Should Repent,” 120, thinks that applying this statement to David’s 

kingship solves the problem, but it is unclear to this author why this would be so. Cf. J.P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art 
and Poetry in the Books of Samuel, vol. 2 (Dover, NH: VanGorcum, 1986), 107. He recognizes that second half of v. 
29 has ‘He is not a man’ (verbless clause) as an indicative statement and ‘that He should repent’ (infinitive 
construct) as an explanation of why He will not repent. He calls it “gnomic and timeless in its formulation.” 

18 Lyle Eslinger, “A Change of Heart: 1 Samuel 16,” in Ascribe to the Lord: Biblical and other Studies in 
Memory of Peter C. Craigie.” eds. Lyle Eslinger and Glen Taylor,  JSOT Suppl. Series, 67 (1988): 351, claims that 
to accept the reading of David as the subject of the unconditional statement in v. 29 by Moberly and Fretheim 
“makes nonsense of the statement in the narrative as an utterance of Samuel to Saul. Neither character knows 
anything of David at this point, and Fretheim’s cryptic reading probably wouldn’t make any sense to them if they 
did. To accept Fretheim’s reading is to reject the existing narrative.” 

19 Fabrizio Foresti, The Rejection of Saul in the Perspective of the Deuteronomistic School: A Study of 1 Sm 
15 and Related Texts, Studia Theologica – Teresianum, 5 (Roma: Edizioni Del Teresianum, 1984), 26-30, 65. 

20 McCarter, 1 Samuel, 268. 
21 Foresti, Rejection of Saul, 25. 
22 See for example, Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books Inc., Publishers, 

1981), ch. 5; and Sternberg, Poetics, ch. 11, who dedicate entire chapters of their books to the literary technique of 
repetition. 
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placed there by the author to help the reader better understand what is going on in this section.23 

 The second argument that v. 29 is a later addition is that the clear contradiction between 

vv. 11, 35 and v. 29 “is so blatant that we must question its originality.”24 The weakness of this 

argument lies in the fact, that had the author (or redactor) wanted to alleviate the tension in 

chapter 15 he could have 1) left off the second half of v. 29, which would have left the statement 

saying that the Lord will not repent rather than he does not repent. Or 2) he could have avoided 

the use of the root Mjn, which so clearly contradicts the statements in vv. 11 and 35.25 Therefore, 

we are left with the fact that even if v. 29 is a later addition it does not adequately explain the 

seemingly blatant intentional contradiction in this chapter.26 

Narrative Reliability 

 The problem with both of the above strategies for dealing with the contradiction in 1 

Samuel 15 is that they are both trying to save the author of this chapter from some mistake. They 

start with the assumption that ‘the author didn’t really mean that.’ However, literary criticism has 

recognized the literary quality of the Samuel narratives and tried to explain why the author 

would intentionally write a contradiction. It is recognized that the books of Samuel are extremely 

                                                
23 V. Philips Long, “Interpolation or Characterization: How are We to Understand Saul’s Two 

Confessions?” Presbyterion 19, no. 1 (1993): 52, the subtle differences between the two confessions helps the 
reader, “capture the spirit of Saul’s machinations in a way that could hardly have been achieved through straight 
exposition.” See also V. Phillips Long, The Reign and Rejection of King Saul: A Case for Literary and Theological 
Coherence, SBL Dissertation Series (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1989), 34-39. 

24 McCarter, 1 Samuel, 268, who suggests that, “[i]t may be a late addition to the text (derived from Num 
23:19?), penned by a redactor to whom the suggestion of a divine change of mind was unacceptable.” It should be 
noted that this observation does not necessarily remove the tension in this chapter. Dale Patrick, The Rendering of 
God in the Old Testament, Overtures to Biblical Theology (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1981), 54-55, holds 
that the statement in v. 29 is indeed a later addition. However, he argues that it was the practice of ancient redactors 
to counterbalance older and unworthy language (vv. 11 and 35) with newer language (v.29), rather than remove the 
older language. Thus, the reader is forced to encounter and believe both the older and newer formulations. 

25 See Yairah  Amit, “‘The Glory of Israel Does Not Deceive or Change His Mind’: On the Reliability of 
Narrator and Speakers in Biblical Narrative,” Prooftexts 12 (1992): 204. 

26 Note that the key root Mjn is repeated twice in v. 29 as if to highlight the contradiction between this verse 
and vv. 11 and 35. 
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artfully crafted narratives27 that employ a high level of irony,28 subtlety29 and wordplay.30 

 Typically, literary critics conclude that the reason the author has placed the contradiction 

in this narrative is to show that Samuel, who is the speaker in v. 29, is an unreliable character 

because he contradicts both the ever reliable narrator (v. 35), and in this case, the ever reliable 

God (v. 11).31  

 However, the presentation of the character of Samuel seems to suggest that he is a 

reliable character par excellence: “as Samuel grew up, the LORD was with him and let none of 

his words fall to the ground. And all Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba knew that Samuel was a 

trustworthy prophet of the LORD.”32 His word comes true throughout his career as a prophet (1 

Sam. 7:3-10; 17-18).33 

 Furthermore, in chapter 15, the primary concern of this paper, the Lord says that Saul  
 

                                                
27 See V. Philips Long, “Scenic, Succinct, Subtle: An Introduction to the Literary Artistry of 1 & 2 

Samuel,” Presbyterion 19, no. 1 (1993): 32-47 and Robert P. Gordon, “Simplicity of the Highest Cunning: Narrative 
Art in the Old Testament.” Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology  6/2 (1988): 69-80, esp. 79-80. See also the 
prominence given to the Samuel narratives in literary studies of the Bible, e.g., Sternberg, Poetics, esp., 482-515; 
Alter, Art, esp., 93-94. 

28 E.g., In v. 24 Saul claims that the reason he rejected the word of the Lord (hÎwh◊y rAb√;d_tRa D;tVsAaDm) was 
that he feared the people and listened to their voice (M̀DlwøqV;b oAmVvRaÎw). Ironically, when the people rejected the Lord’s 
kingship (MRhyElSo JKølV;mIm …wsSaDm) in 1 Sam. 8:7 the Lord told Samuel to listen to the voice of the people (lwøqV;b oAmVv 
MDoDh) and he crowned Saul king. 

29 E.g., Samuel does not accuse Saul directly when he claims to have done the will of the Lord but rather 
asks him, “What then is this bleating of sheep (Naø…xAh) in my ears, and the lowing of cattle (r∂qD;bAh) that I hear?” This 
alludes to the command to “utterly destroy all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child 
and infant, ox and sheep (hRc_dAo◊w rwøÚvIm), camel and donkey’” (1 Sam. 15:3). 

30 E.g., chapter 15 opens with Samuel declaring to Saul, h̀Dwh◊y yñérVbî;d lwëøqVl o$AmVv h∞D;tAo◊w, each of these words 
(rbd, lwq, and omv) become significant keywords which drive the theme of the chapter: ‘whose voice do you 
obey?’ 

31 See Amit, “Narrators and Speakers,” 205; Sternberg, Poetics, 502; and Polzin, Samuel, 140. The irony of 
this view should not be missed. This view proposes to judge any given characters by the narrator’s words and, in the 
case of biblical narrative, by the Lord’s words. However, the Lord’s reliable words in this case claim that He 
changes his mind, which begs the reader to question His reliability.  Making God’s word the plumb line by which 
we judge other characters is difficult if His reliability is in question. 

32 1 Sam. 3:19-20. On the word lyIÚpIh (fall) as a statement of general trustworthiness see Josh. 21:45; 23:14; 
1 Kings 8:56. Keil, Samuel, 396, explains ‘fall to the ground’ as “left no word unfulfilled which He spoke through 
Samuel.” 

33 I do not find Polzin’s argument that Samuel’s character has always been doubt due to his association with 
night (1 Sam 15:11, 16) and his arguing with the Lord (1 Sam. 15:11) convincing (Samuel, 145-46). 
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“has not carried out my commands.”34 The narrator points out that Saul directly disobeyed the 

command to ‘not spare’ (läOmVjAt añøl◊w) in v. 3, by stating that Saul and the people ‘spared’ (lAmDj)35 

several things, including Agag, the king of the Amalekites. The command to ‘not spare’ in v. 3 

was spoken by Samuel. Here, the Lord has equated His own words with the words of His 

prophet. 

 In later biblical literature Samuel is understood as a great prophet and effective 

intercessor; even counted alongside Moses, the great prophet of the Old Testament (Jer. 15:1).36 

Thus, it seems most obvious to conclude that Samuel is portrayed throughout the books of 

Samuel and the rest of the biblical corpus as a reliable character. But is it possible that Samuel is 

unreliable in 1 Sam. 15:29? This requires a closer examination of that verse. 

Intention in Tension: Literary Artistry in v. 29 

 The Text: 

:MEjÎ…nIhVl a…wh M∂dDa aøl yI;k MEjÎ…nˆy aøl ◊w ré;qAv◊y aøl lEa ∂rVĉy jAxEn MÅg ◊w 1 Sam. 15:29 

1Sam. 15:29 Moreover the Glory of Israel will not recant or change his mind; for he is not a mortal, that he should 

change his mind.” 

 It has long been observed that v. 29 is a fairly clear allusion to Num. 23:19.37 However, it 

                                                
34 1 Sam. 15:11, italics mine. 
35 It is not without a little irony that the term ‘spare’ (lAmDj) literally means “have compassion on, be sorry 

for” (M. Tsevat, “lAmDj,” TDOT, Vol. 4, trans. David E. Green [Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1980]: 471). In 
this context lAmDj clearly means ‘to spare’ rather than ‘be sorry for.’ However, the fact that lAmDj and Mhn exist in 
close semantic space and could even be understood synonymously as is attested by Joel 2, where the answer to the 
question whether or not the Lord will repent (Mhn, Joel 2:14) is that the Lord will have pity (lAmDj) on His people 
(Joel 2:18), suggests that Saul’s inappropriate sparing (lAmDj) of Agag is a subtle allusion to the Lord’s appropriate 
sorrow (Mhn) for making Saul king. 

36 David Noel Freedman, “When God Repents,” in Divine Commitment and Human Obligation: Selected 
Writings of David Noel Freedman, Vol. 1. ed. John R. Huddlestun (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 
1997): 421, makes the same observation. 

37 E.g., Keil, Samuel, 469; Ralph W. Klein, 1 Samuel, WBC, Vol. 10 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982), 154; 
McCarter, 1 Samuel, 268; Long, The Reign and Rejection, 163-64; Peter D. Miscall, 1 Samuel: A Literary Reading 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1986), 111; Freedman, “When God Repents,” 422-23; Moberly, “That 
He Should Repent,” 116-18 etc. 
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is easy to note this allusion, as many do, without drawing out the significance of what the author 

of 1 Samuel is doing with it. The allusion to Num. 23:19 can be seen as follows: 

1 Sam. 15:29  Num. 23:19 
lEa∂rVcˆy jAxEn 

(Glory of Israel) 
God lEa 

(God) 
ré;qAv◊y aøl 

(will not lie) 
not lie b´ΩzAky`Iw [aøl] 

(that he should lie) 
a…wh M ∂dDa aøl 

(He is not a man) 
not a man M ∂dDa_NRb…w. . .vyIa aøl 

(not a man...nor a son of a man) 
M`EjÎ…nIhVl 

(that He should repent) 
not repent MDj‰nVtˆy ◊w 

(that He should repent)38 
 

The above table shows some very strong commonalities, enough to argue that Num. 

23:19 was clearly in the mind of the author of 1 Sam. 15:29. By alluding to Num. 23:19, the 

author of 1 Samuel 15 is doing several things. First, the allusion to Numbers reminds the reader 

of the context of Numbers 23. There, Balaam, has told the king of Moab that he cannot curse 

Israel because Yahweh has declared that Israel be blessed, and “God is not a human being, that 

he should lie, or a mortal, that he should change his mind.” Balaam explains what he means by 

this statement by adding the rhetorical questions, “Has he promised, and will he not do it? Has he 

spoken, and will he not fulfill it?” Thus, rooting God’s ‘unchangeableness’ in His faithfulness to 

His own word. This is important because it provides the content of what it is that God is not 

repenting. In the context of 1 Samuel what has God spoken that He will fulfill? Answer—that He 

has regretted (and by implication will remove) Saul’s kingship. Here then is the irony, the Lord 

does not repent (Mjn), and in the context of 1 Samuel 15 he will not repent (Mjn) that he repented 

(Mjn, v. 11). This is, however, just the kind of irony that the author of 1 Samuel seems to 

appreciate.  
                                                

38 The English in this chart is my own translation and is meant to show the continuity between these two 
verses, thus where possible we have translated the same Hebrew word or Hebrew synonyms into the same word in 
English. 



Johnson/Contradiction and Constancy 

10 

The irony, however, does not end here. We hear in this declaration of Num. 23:19 that the 

Lord is faithful to carry out (M…wq) what he speaks (rb;d). Which is precisely what Saul was 

convicted of. The Lord tells of Saul, that he “has not carried out (M…wq) my commands (rb;d).” 

The Lord is what Saul is not—faithful to carry out His commands.  

We must also note the author’s use of the word Mjn in the context of 1 Sam. 15:29. First, 

we must note that the author uses the word twice. It is used first in v. 29a, where its imperfect 

form is used in parallel to rqv (‘to lie’), i.e., in reference to the specific context of God’s 

repenting.  Then, it is used in an infinitive construct form in v. 29b, which is the general principle 

(or in this case attribute) upon which the specific context of 29a is grounded.39 This repetition of 

the key word Mjn, which is unnecessary in order to convey the sense of the Numbers reference, 

seems to be there for added emphasis. The author is drawing attention to the contradiction that 

exists between vv. 11 and 35 and v. 29.40 The allusion to Num. 23:19 has intentionally 

contradicted the statements by God in v. 11 and the narrator in v. 35 we must now examine 

exactly what the function of v. 29 (especially v. 29b) is in this text. 

Verse 29 opens with MÅg◊w, ‘also’41 or ‘moreover.’42 The function of this word is to 

                                                
39 Infinitives are, by their very nature, verbal nouns that convey concepts more than specific actions, they 

are “‘infinite’ in the sense that they express the basic idea of the verb root without the limitations of person, gender, 
and number.” (Page H. Kelly, Biblical Hebrew: An Introductory Grammar, [Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 1992], 179). In this specific instance the infinitive of v. 29c is functioning epexegetically by 
explaining “the circumstances or nature of preceding action. In developing the thought of the finite verb . . .” 
(Waltke, Bruce K. and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax [Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
1990], 608). See also, Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 36. 

40 See Amit, “Narrators and Speakers,” 204. Amit argues that this repeat of the word Mjn leads the reader to 
understand it as a key word that is “meant to lead the reader to additional meanings.” For Amit, these additional 
meanings are that the author is trying to show the unreliability of the statement by Samuel in this verse. We 
understand the additional meanings differently. 

41 So NASB, NKJV and ESV. 
42 So NRSV, BDB, s.v., “MÅ…g,” Ralph W. Klein, 1 Samuel, WBC, Vol. 10 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982), 

145. 
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introduce the entire following sentence as an intensive clause of what has been said before,43 

namely that the kingdom of Israel is going to be torn from Saul. Verse 29 must be functioning as 

the reason that v. 28 is a reliable and final statement. So following the narrative of the torn robe, 

we have a declaration that the Lord has torn the kingdom from Saul and given it to his neighbor, 

followed by an intensive, or one might say climactic44 statement why the kingdom is certainly 

going to be taken from Saul.  

As if the statement in v. 29a were not enough to emphasize the finality of the statement in 

v. 28, the author gives us v. 29b. Here the author uses yI;k “to introduce a causal clause, ‘because, 

for, since.’”45 That the author is stressing the relationship between v. 28 (the rejection of Saul’s 

kingship), v. 29a (the emphatic support) and v. 29b (the ultimate cause) can be seen by the 

careful use of conjunctions in v. 29. 

The Hebrew language is, by and large, a paratactical language.46 That such a careful 

hypotactical47 construction is found in v. 29 is clear evidence that the author wants us to see the 

relationship between these clauses. 

1. The Lord has torn the kingdom from you  V. 28 
a. MÅg ◊w (Moreover) 

i. The Glory of Israel will not lie or change His mind 

1. yI;k (Because) 
a. He is not a man to change His mind 

V. 29 

                                                
43 E. Kautsch, ed, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, trans. A. E. Cowley, (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 

Inc., 2006), §153, “It is to be observed that the force of these particles does not necessarily affect the word which 
immediately follows… but very frequently extends to the whole of the following sentence.” 

44 Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer, Jr. and Bruce K. Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament 
(Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1980), s.v., “MÅ…g,” lists as the tenth category of usage for this word as, “used to indicate a 
climax (Gen 27:33; Deut 23:3–4).” 

45 TWOT, s.v., “yI;k.” See also Williams, Syntax, 72; GKC, §158b; with McCarter, 1 Samuel, 260; Henry 
Preserved Smith, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Books of Samuel, The International Critical 
Commentary (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1951),140; NASB, NRSV, NKJV, and many others.  

46 G.B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (Philadelphia, PA: The Westminster Press, 1980), 
117. Caird defines parataxis as “the placing of propositions or clauses one after another, without indicating by 
connecting words the relationship between them.” 

47 Ibid. Hypotaxis is a train of thought with one main idea “to which subsidiary ideas are linked in 
subordinate clauses introduced by conjunctions or prepositions which make the logical connections.” 



Johnson/Contradiction and Constancy 

12 

 
Thus the apparently problematic statement in v. 29b, that God is not a man that he should 

change His mind, is the theological premise for v. 29a, which in turn is the emphatic (or 

climactic) statement for the finality of v. 28, the rejection of Saul’s kingship.  

Therefore, to argue that the contradiction between v. 29 and vv. 11 and 35 proves that  
 
Samuel is an unreliable character is to ignore that the statement regarding Saul’s removal from  
 
kingship (v. 28) is clearly rooted in the reality of the divine character in v. 29b. The reader  
 
knows (or will soon find out) that the proclamation in v. 28 is a true proclamation when it comes  
 
to pass in 1 Sam 28:17.48 

 
There can therefore be no doubt that the author of 1 Samuel 15 means for v. 29, 

especially v. 29b to be retained as a very theologically significant text, and the theological 

premise for the statement in the previous verse. We cannot reject this verse though it is difficult. 

To reject this verse is to reject the reason the author gives for the reliability of the rejection of 

Saul, a proclamation that the reader finds out is accurate. We can therefore conclude that the 

contradiction in 1 Samuel 15 is an intentional literary presentation of the author’s argument. 

Scripture’s consistency is intact in that, when a contradiction is present the narrative is aware of 

it and is, in fact, dependent upon its presence. 

Constancy 

Biblical Category of Paradox 

 We have thus far shown that there is a contradiction in 1 Samuel 15. It cannot be 

explained away by any of the predominant methods, it must be retained as a theologically 

                                                
48 There Samuel’s ghost tells Saul, “The LORD has done to you just as he spoke by me; for the LORD has 

torn (oår∂q) the kingdom (hDkDlVmA;mAh_tRa) out of your hand, and given (NAtÎn) it to your neighbor ( ÔKSoérVl), David.” 
Compare this to 15:28, “The LORD has torn (oår∂q) the kingdom (t…wkVlVmAm_t̀Ra) of Israel from you this very day, and 
has given (NAtÎn) it to a neighbor of yours ( ÔKSoérVl).” 
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significant statement. Given this contradiction about God’s character, we must now examine how 

God can be a God who changes His mind and yet does not change his mind. Here we propose the 

category of paradox. 

The Bible, God and Paradox 

 In his study on Exodus 32-34 Walter Moberly notes that “[s]uch is the inherently 

mysterious nature of God and his ways with men that it is often difficult to make a statement in a 

theologically reflective way without wishing to qualify it, sometimes by the assertion of an 

apparently opposite truth.”49As an example, Moberly points to Exod. 29:42-45. A place where 

two biblical traditions, that of God’s ‘meeting’ and God’s ‘dwelling,’50 intersect and are held in 

paradox, perhaps as “an OT version of the paradox of immanence and transcendence?”51  

There are many other places where apparently paradoxical statements are made about 

God in Scripture. For example, Klein points out that the God who cannot forget Zion (Isa. 

49:15), promises to forget the sins of His people (Jer. 31:34).52 In Exodus 34 God says of 

Himself that He is, one “who forgives iniquity” but in the same verse affirms that He is one who 

will visit “the iniquity of fathers on the children and on the grandchildren to the third and fourth 

generations,”53 or in a word—vengeful. Forgiving and vengeful, two opposite thoughts that are 

meant to convey that God is somehow a God who is both. There is then, a biblical category of 

paradox. Seemingly opposing viewpoints, curiously most often expressed about God, that the 

biblical authors demand that we accept.  

                                                
49 R.W.L. Moberly, At the Mountain of God: Story and Theology in Exodus 32-34, JSOT Supp. Series, 22 

(Sheffield, England: JSOT Press, 1983), 33. Moberly calls this the use of “paradox and antinomy.” Similar 
arguments have been made for the text of 1 Samuel 15 by Freedman, “When God Repents,” 423; Klein, 1 Samuel, 
156; and Patrick, Rendering of God, 54. 

50 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 2 Vols., trans. D.M.G. Stalker (New York: 
HarperSanFransico, 1965), 1:234-41, first pointed out that these were different traditions. 

51 Moberly, Mountain of God, 34. 
52 Klein, 1 Samuel, 156.  
53 Exo. 34:7. 
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Help from the Realm of Logic: Contrapletal Logic 

Now the idea of a paradox may be acceptable to an ancient and pious Israelite, but it 

appears to be problematic to post-Enlightenment systems of logic. However, some have argued 

that paradoxical views, such as are found in 1 Samuel 15, can be held without any breach of a 

concept called ‘contrapletal logic.’54 Contrapletal logic is defined as, “[a] complementary 

relationship of seeming opposites, like night and day or summer and winter, in a larger unity that 

includes both.”55 Kuyper has suggested that the idea of contrapletal logic can be used in regard to 

the changeability and unchangeability of God.  

 A biblical example of the use of contrapletal logic is most clearly found in the frequent 

statement in Isaiah where the Lord declares, “I am the first and I am the last.”56  This statement is 

essentially a contrapletal statement. Here is a statement of two opposites (first and last) that is 

intended to express that the Lord is something larger than both. Brueggemann comes close to the 

philosophical understanding of ‘contrapletal logic’ from a biblical point of view without actually 

using the terminology. He argues that, “the Old Testament does not (and never intends to) 

provide a coherent and comprehensive offer of God.”57 In other words, the OT does not and 

cannot give the full picture of God, i.e., God is bigger than what is presented in the biblical texts. 

This fits nicely within the framework of contrapletal logic. 

Biblical Paradox Applied 

The Intention of the Tension: Mjn Nuanced 

 The existence of an intentional, formal contradiction “invites us to relate [the 

                                                
54 Kuyper, “Suffering and Repentance,” 271. 
55 Nels Ferré, The Living God of Nowhere and Nothing, (Philadelphia, PA: The Westminster Press, 1966), 

22. 
56 Isa. 44:6 and 48:12. Cf. also Isa. 41:4 and 43:10. 
57 Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy (Minneapolis, MN: 

Fortress Press, 1997), 117. 
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contradictory statements] as well as contrast them.”58 Our endeavor now will be to compare the 

contradictory statements in 1 Samuel 15, recognizing that the author has drawn our attention to 

this contradiction. Despite the clear formal contradiction that we have identified, the usages of 

the word Mjn in vv. 11 and 35 are slightly different than the usage in v. 29. By showing these 

subtle differences we can see the way that the author is inviting us to compare these texts. 

 Parunak, in his survey of the uses of Mjn, categorizes the use in 1 Sam. 15:29 under the 

broad category of retraction of a “previously declared action.”59 In this case it is a negation, or a 

refusal to retract a previously declared action. To arrive at this nuance of the verb one must take 

into consideration both any parallelism and context. 

 The parallel of Mjn in v. 29, like Num. 23:19, is the idea of a lie.60 This parallelism 

allows for the translation of Mjn as “change one’s mind.”  Parunak points to Jer. 8:6 as an 

example of this usage of Mjn, where a man who “will not deviate from the course which he has 

laid out for himself”61 is said to refuse to Mjn (change his mind).  

 The context of 1 Sam. 15:29 further amplifies or nuances the meaning suggested by the 

term Mjn. In v. 29, God, as one who does not change His mind, is contrasted with man who 

apparently does, “for He is not a man that He should change His mind.” The most obvious and 

                                                
58 John Goldingay, Theological Diversity and the Authority of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. 

B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1987), 16.  
59 H. Van Dyke Parunak, “A Semantic Survey of NIHM,” Biblical 56, no. 4 (1975): 525. Parunak 

categorizes the basic meanings of  Mjn in the Niphal and Hithpael as: 1) suffer emotional pain; 2) be comforted, 
comfort oneself; 3) execute wrath; 4) retract punishment; 5) retract blessing; and 6) retract (a life of) sin. Parunak 
does not differentiate between an action and a previously declared action in his categories (see “Semantic Survey, 
522, esp. n. 1) and therefore can also word ‘retract punishment’ as ‘retract declared punishment’ and ‘retract 
blessing’ as ‘retract declared blessing.’ These categories he further combines under the broader category ‘retract a 
previously declared action.’ 

60 The Hebrew word råqDv (‘deal falsely,’ BDB, 1055) in 1 Sam. 15:29 and bÅzD;k (‘to lie, be a liar,’ BDB, 
469) in Num. 23:19. 

61 Parunak, “Semantic Survey,” 525. 
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closest example of a man who does change his mind is Saul.62 It is against the picture of 

unfaithful and unreliable Saul that the Lord is contrasted against as one who does not “change 

His mind.” Num. 23:19, the companion passage to 1 Sam. 15:29, further develops this meaning, 

rhetorically asking about the Lord, “has He said, and will He not do it? Or has He spoken, and 

will He not make it good?” 

 Therefore, v. 29 is affirming that God is constant, reliable, unchanging and faithful, 

which Saul clearly is not. This verse appeals to the same tradition that produced such Scripture 

as Num. 23:19 and Mal. 3:6.63 The emphasis is on God contrasted against humanity. 

 On the other end of the theological spectrum are the statements in vv. 11 and 35, which 

describe God changing His mind and affirm the idea of divine repentance. However, the nuance 

of the verb Mjn in these verses is slightly different than the example of v. 29. Parunak has 

classified Mjn in vv. 11 and 35 as, to “suffer emotional pain.”64 This meaning is illuminated by 

way of parallelism, context and idiomatic usage. 

 Parunak notes that “[i]n several passages, [Mjn] with this meaning is parallel with an 

expression for emotional pain.”65 He points to Gen. 6:6, which places Mjn in parallel with bxo 

                                                
62 Saul has sinned (15:9), has denied his sin (15:13), changed his story and said that the people sinned 

(15:15, 21), before finally admitting that he himself has sinned as well (15:24, 30). Saul is portrayed as an unreliable 
character who does not obey the word of the Lord (1 Samuel 13 and 15), who does not even follow through on his 
own promises, rash though they may be (1 Sam. 14:38-45), and eventually seeks a diviner instead of the Lord (1 
Samuel 28). 

63 For a NT example see James 1:17. 
64 Parunak, “Semantic Survey,” 519. Fretheim, “Repentance of God,” 67, has questioned Parunak’s view 

that relates every usage of Mjn to the basic sense of ‘be comforted,’ calling it “unlikely in many contexts.” However, 
Fretheim views Wolff’s definition favorably, which seems to be a similar view to Parunak’s in that even when Mjn 
is used as a ‘change of one’s mind’ it is such a change that it is “prompted by the emotions, a turning away from an 
earlier decision on the part of someone deeply moved” (Hans Walter Wolff, Joel and Amos, Trans.Waldemar 
Janzen, S. Dean Mcbride, Jr., and Charles A. Muenchow [Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1977], 48). The 
similarities between Wolff’s definition and Parunak’s observations about the use of Mjn, makes one wonder what it 
is in Parunak’s observations that Fretheim finds ‘unlikely.’ 

65 Ibid.  
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(‘to grieve’).66 While there are no parallel verbs of which God is the subject in either v. 11 or 35 

the author describes the Lord’s and Samuel’s emotions in parallel. In v. 11, the Lord declares 

that he repents of making Saul king. Then after a y;k-clause explaining why the Lord has rejected 

Saul, verse 11b begins with Samuel’s reaction to this news: “And Samuel was distressed [hrj].” 

This verb hrj, which begins the second half of v. 11, describes Samuel’s emotion and serves as 

a parallel to the Lord’s emotion (Mjn), i.e., His “suffering emotional pain.”  

 The same thing is true of v. 35. At the end of the pericope of 1 Samuel 15, Samuel 

“grieved over Saul.”67 Immediately after that declaration, the verse changes subjects and declares 

that the Lord “regretted that He had made Saul king.” The parallelism is even stronger in this 

verse than in v. 11 as it describes both subjects’ (Samuel’s and the Lord’s) feelings concerning 

Saul. In other words, Saul is the object of the actions and emotions of Samuel and the Lord in 1 

Sam. 15:35. 

Parallelism of Yahweh and Samuel’s Emotions 
Object Verb (Emotion) Subject 

l…waDv_lRa 
over Saul 

lE;bAaVtIh_y`I;k 
grieved 

lEa…wmVv 
Samuel 

l…waDv_tRa JKyIlVmIh_y`I;k 
that he had made Saul king 

MDjˆn 
was sorry 

hDwhyÅw 
And the LORD 

 
 Another factor that supports this reading of “suffer emotional pain” for Mjn is the 

idiomatic usage of the phrase ‘y;k Mjn.’ Parunak argues that when Mjn is used to express the 

                                                
66 Ibid. He further gives the examples of Job 42:6 which has sAaDm, “in the sense of ‘reject oneself’ and thus 

‘be contrite, humiliated’” and Jer. 31:19 which “refers to smiting the thigh, an action of sorrow (cf. Ezek. 21:17), 
and offers parallels as well with [vOw;b] (be shamed) and [MAlD;k] (be humiliated).” 

67 The author uses the Hebrew word lba (‘to grieve, mourn’), which is the typical word used for mourning 
the dead. 
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meaning “suffer emotional pain” it is used in a “distinctive [y;k] clause.”68 It is this idiomatic 

phrasing of Mjn that especially allows its usage in 1 Sam. 15:11 and 35 to be understood as 

“suffer emotional pain.”69  

 Thus the nuance of Mjn in 1 Samuel 15 allows for the understanding that in vv. 11 and 35 

the Lord’s emotions are being compared to Samuel’s as opposed to v. 29 where the Lord’s 

reliability is being contrasted against Saul’s. In vv. 11 and 35 the Lord is pictured as suffering 

similar emotions as His prophet. Here is a God who interacts in human history, who changes His 

mind because of the actions of His children, and who feels emotions similar to those of His 

servants. This is a very different picture than the God that is portrayed in v. 29. In v. 29 God is 

shown as unchanging, reliable and constant. 

 The intention of the tension in 1 Samuel 15 is to draw the reader to make the conclusion 

that to hold either view that God is a god who changes His mind or that He is a god who is 

unchanging and does not change His mind is in error. Both truths about God must be held. God 

cannot be compared to unreliable humankind (v. 29) but neither can it be denied that God 

interacts in human history in a real way and feels genuine emotion (vv. 11 and 35).  Thus, the 

apparent problem of God’s constancy or lack thereof is not a problem at all because the text does 

not attempt to portray God as either constant or changing but both. 

 

 

                                                
68 Parunak, “Semantic Survey,” 519. Fretheim, “Repentance of God,” 53 also notes this distinctive y;Ik 

clause in Gen. 6:6-7 and 1 Sam. 15:11, 35, and classifies these verses as a “rejection of an already accomplished 
act.” He only notes these two texts because his study is focused on the use of the word Mjn only when God is the 
subject. Parunak further notes Judg. 21:15 as an example of this usage. He does also show that in 4 other passages 
there is a yI;k related to Mjn. But in each of those passages y;Ik “is not related simply to Mjn, but to some larger phrase, 
and thus does not present the idiom [y;k Mjn].” 

69 Ibid.  
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Conclusion: Walking the Theological Tightrope 

 In conclusion, let us recap what this study has proposed. First, the predominant methods70 

for dealing with the contradiction of divine repentance in 1 Samuel 15 do not do justice to what 

the author is trying to accomplish in this text. The author’s literary artistry and careful use of 

words, allusions and irony demands that we pay close attention to what is being expressed in this 

contradiction.  

 We have proposed that the contradiction in 1 Samuel 15 is an intentional contradiction by 

the author in order to 1) emphasize the reliability and finality of the rejection of Saul’s kingship 

and 2) make a theological assertion about the character of God.71  

 Therefore, what seems to be a problematic and contradictory statement in v. 29b is 

actually a carefully crafted statement to root Saul’s rejection in the theological reality of divine 

constancy. Furthermore, the contradictory statement causes us to examine the relationship 

between the two opposing assertions. In the context of vv. 11 and 35 we saw that God is being 

compared to His prophet Samuel, specifically, the prophets emotions regarding the rejection of 

Saul’s kingship. In the context of v. 29 we saw that God is being contrasted against the 

unreliable character of Saul.  

 Thus, we have two assertions about God’s character that in one sense are complimentary 

(God changes His mind but is still reliable) but in another sense are contradictory (God changes 

His mind but God never changes His mind). Had the author wanted to emphasize, or solely refer 

to either one of these assertions he could have. Instead, the author has carefully drawn out this 
                                                

70 We have identified these as 1) harmonizing, 2) source criticism, and 3) narrative reliability. 
71 Noticeably absent from our discussion is any mention of the possibility of open theism. Whether one 

agrees with Fretheim, “Divine Foreknowledge,” 595, 599 and 600, who says that “God, however, could only see the 
possibilities” or with Goldingay, Theological Diversity, 16-17, who argues that God’s foreknowledge allows Him to 
interact in human history in a real way while not being surprised, and thus not needing to ‘change His mind,’ must 
be based somewhere other than this text. All that can be concluded from this text is that God is presented as a 
constant and reliable God who interacts with human history and that sometimes that interaction requires Him to 
change His mind. What role foreknowledge (or lack thereof) has in this must be determined elsewhere.  
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contradiction so that we can see that these two assertions are contradictory and yet he has 

nuanced his usage of the Hebrew word Mjn so that we can see that they are also complimentary.  

 Here we put forth the category of paradox, this contrapletal concept that God is a god 

who changes His mind and yet it can be said that He does not change His mind. He is somehow 

both dynamic and interacting and static and unchanging. Perhaps we should not be looking to 

Scripture to offer a comprehensive or exhaustive picture of God.72 Instead, we should accept the 

biblical message as it is presented to us, with the apparent paradox of a God who is beyond our 

categorical understanding and conclude with Klein that “the paradox expresses the real truth: he 

never changes his mind, and yet he does.”73 

                                                
72 Cf. Brueggemann, Old Testament, 117. 
73 Klein, 1 Samuel, 156. 


