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Marcel Sarot 
 
OMNIPOTENCE AND SELF-LIMITATION1 
 
I Introduction 
 
Vincent Brümmer's recent writings in the field of philosophical theology form a 
strongly coherent corpus. Since the beginning of the 1980's one particular theme has 
been running through all his writings: the insight that love is a relationship, and that 
the relationship between God and the believer is a love-relationship, or, as Brümmer 
often calls it, a relation of mutual fellowship. In almost all Brümmer's recent 
publications this insight is noticeable either in the foreground or in the background, 
but in the foreground more often than in the background. Brümmer not only spelled 
out what is involved in "personal relations" of "mutual fellowship," but he also 
rethought many important theological issues from the viewpoint that the relationship 
between God and man is one of mutual fellowship.2 
 In the present paper I want to use some remarks of Brümmer on omnipotence 
and self-limitation as a starting-point for further inquiry. These remarks appear in an 
article on the problem of evil3 that is one of Brümmer's first publications written from 
the perspective I have just mentioned. In summary, Brümmer argues for the free will 
defence and justifies the value the free will defence attaches to the free will of man by 
pointing out that a free will is required for a relation of mutual fellowship. In this 
article Brümmer pays some attention to the divine omnipotence and, referring to 
Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles II 25, contends that even the omnipotent God cannot 
do things that are logically impossible, and that He therefore must be able to limit His 
own omnipotence.4 In his own words: 
                                                 
    1This paper is a spin-off of research I executed for a research project on divine 
passibility, supported by the Dutch Research Foundation for Theology and Religious 
Studies (STEGON), and funded by the Netherlands Organisation for the Advancement 
of Research (NWO). I would like to thank Gijsbert van den Brink and Nico den Bok, 
who read an earlier version of this paper and suggested some important 
improvements to me. 

    2See, for instance, his "Het kwaad en de goedheid van God," Nederlands Theologisch 
Tijdschrift 36 (1982), p.29-51; What Are We Doing When We Pray? A Philosophical Inquiry, 
London 1984; "Divine Impeccability," Religious Studies 20 (1984), p.203-214; "Paul Helm 
on God and the Approval of Sin," Religious Studies 20 (1984), p.223-226; "Moral 
Sensitivity and the Free Will Defence," Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und 
Religionsphilosophie 29 (1987), p.86-100; Over een persoonlijke God gesproken. Studies in de 
wijsgerige theologie, Kampen 1988; Alzo lief heeft God. Overdenkingen over Gods omgang 
met de mens, Kampen 1988; "Zijn theodicee-argumenten overtuigend?," Wijsgerig 
Perspectief 30 (1989/90), p.67-71. 

    3"Het kwaad." 

    4Ibid., p.32. 



 

 
 
1 

 
"The fact that God cannot do the logically impossible implies that God's omnipotence 

includes His ability to self-limitation. By doing a (e.g., making an object white), 
He eliminates the possibility that He could do not-a (e.g., make the same thing 
black at the same time). Every choice entails that the contrary is "chosen away," 
and that the person who chooses thereby limits his own options. That 
omnipotence includes the possibility of self-limitation, provides a solution to 
the classical paradox of omnipotence (also known as the paradox of the stone): can 
God make a stone so heavy that He himself cannot raise it? Apparently both a 
negative and a positive answer to this question imply a denial of God's 
omnipotence. It would be a solution to affirm that God is able to make such a 
stone and to limit his own omnipotence in this way, because omnipotence 
includes the possibility of self-limitation."5 

 
 In the present inquiry, I will discuss some questions regarding omnipotence 
and self-limitation that came up in my mind when reading the fragment quoted above. 
To provide a background to this discussion, I will first focus on some of the most 
important episodes of the history of the idea of divine self-limitation in theology. After 
that I will inquire whether God, as Brümmer seems to suggest, is able to limit His own 
omnipotence. I will argue that He is not, but that the idea of divine self-limitation 
nevertheless contains some truth: God can exercise self-restraint, that is to say He can 
resolve not to use His power in a certain way. In a final section I will argue that this 
means that the most rational interpretation of the texts cited in the second section 
explains them as referring to divine self-restraint. 
 
II Episodes from history 
 
The idea of divine self-limitation has Jewish roots. It has repeatedly been argued of late 
that one can find the idea that God limits Himself already in the Old Testament.6 
However that may be, one finds this idea much more clearly and pronouncedly in 
post-biblical rabbinical Judaism, which interprets many Old Testament texts in this 
vein.7 During the dispersion of the Jews after the destruction of the Second Temple 
they found consolation in the self-limitation, the sadness, suffering and lamentation of 

                                                 
    5"Het kwaad," p.33 (translation mine). Brümmer makes similar claims in his What 
Are We Doing?, p.31f., though there he does not repeat his remarks on the paradox of 
omnipotence. Gijsbert van den Brink, "Divine Omnipotence. A Philosophical 
Exploration of the Theological Doctrine," unpublished M.Th. thesis Utrecht 1988, p.73-
75, fully agrees with the view on divine self-limitation Brümmer proposes in this 
quotation. 

    6See, e.g., Terence E. Fretheim, The Suffering of God. An Old Testament Perspective, 
Philadelphia 1984, esp. p.71-78. 

    7See, e.g., Peter Kuhn, Gottes Selbsterniedrigung in der Theologie der Rabbinen, München 
1968, p.93-102. 
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God.8 In some instances the divine self-limitation is explicitly brought into connection 
with the divine power. Of this the following text from the Babylonian Talmud is an 
example: 
 
"R. Johanan said: Wherever you find [mentioned in the Scriptures] the power of the 

Holy One, blessed be He, you also find his self-emptying9 mentioned. This fact 
is stated in the Torah, repeated in the Prophets and stated a third time in the 
[Sacred] Writings. It is written in the Torah, For the Lord your God, he is the God of 
gods and Lord of lords, and it says immediately afterwards, He doth execute justice 
for the fatherless and widow. It is repeated in the Prophets: For thus saith the High 
and Lofty One, that inhabiteth eternity, whose name is holy, and it says immediately 
afterwards, [I dwell] with him that is of a contrite and humble spirit. It is stated a 
third time in the [Sacred] Writings, as it is written: Extol him that rideth upon the 
skies, whose name is the Lord, and immediately afterwards it is written, A father of 
the fatherless and a judge of the widows."10 

 
For our purpose it is not important to know whether rabbi Johanan's interpretation of 
the biblical texts is a correct interpretation;11 the important thing is that he - and many 
others with him - quite as a matter of course interpreted them as testifying to the 
divine self-limitation. 
 As Gershom Scholem has shown, the idea of divine self-limitation also plays a 
central role in the Kabbalah of Isaac Luria (1534-1572) and his school. According to 
Luria the existence of the world is made possible by tsimtsum, God's withdrawal or 
retreat from a region within Himself, to make room for the world. Thus the creation is 
preceded by an act of self-limitation, by an exile of God into Himself.12 
 In our time the idea that God limits His own power to make room for His 
creation is still important in Jewish theology. The experiences of the Jewish people 
during the Second World War have severely impaired the credibility of a concept of 

                                                 
    8See also Peter Kuhn, Gottes Trauer und Klage in der rabbinischen Überlieferung (Talmud 
und Midrasch), Leiden 1978. 

    9Correction of Epstein's translation on the authority of Kuhn, Selbsterniedrigung, p.13. 

    10This translation is taken from: Isidore Epstein, The Babylonian Talmud. Seder Mo`ed 
IV, London 1938, p.188f. 

    11On the nature of the rabbinical interpretation this kind of biblical texts, see Kuhn, 
Selbsterniedrigung, esp. p.64f. 

    12On the Lurianic Kabbalah and tsimtsum, see Gershom G. Scholem, Major Trends in 
Jewish Mysticism, reprint of the 3rd revised edition New York 1961, p.244-286 (for the 
idea of tsimtsum, see esp. p.260-264). Luria taught not only an exile of God into 
Himself, but also an exile of God out of Himself, which he directly connected with the 
exile of the Israelites. See also K. Schubert, "Isaak Luria," in: Josef Höfer & Karl Rahner 
(eds.), Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche VI, reprint Freiburg 1986, c.1220-1221.  
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God as the sovereign Ruler of the world, the Lord of history. In order to save the moral 
credibility of God, a philosopher like Hans Jonas asserts that "not because he chose not 
to, but because he could not intervene did he fail to intervene ... God ... has divested 
himself of any power to interfere with the physical course of things; and ... responds to 
the impact on his being by worldly events, not `with a mighty hand and outstretched 
arm,' ... but with the mutely insistent appeal of his unfulfilled goal."13 
 As the above short survey shows, the idea of a self-limitation of God is part of 
an ongoing Jewish tradition. Having seen this, we would expect it to be prominent in 
the Christian tradition as well, especially since one of the central beliefs of Christianity, 
the incarnation of God in Christ, seems to suggest a form of divine self-limitation and 
self-emptying. In fact, however, this is not the case, and Christian theology attached so 
much value to divine attributes like self-sufficiency, immutability and impassibility, 
that it has kept any limitation implied in the incarnation as far from the divine nature 
as possible. Only in this century the idea that Christ's experiences affect the divine 
nature, and that the divine nature therefore must know limitation, became widely 
accepted.14 
 Besides this christological point of view, three other motives account for the 
current popularity of the idea of divine self-limitation in Christian theology. The first 
two of these are similar to motives we have encountered in the Jewish tradition. 
Firstly, in Christian theology the creation of the universe is sometimes understood as 
an act of self-limitation.15 This is reminiscent of the Lurianic doctrine of tsimtsum. And, 

                                                 
    13Hans Jonas, "The concept of God after Auschwitz. A Jewish Voice," The Journal of 
Religion 69 (1987), p.10f. For a Christian discussion of Jonas's concept of self-limitation, 
see Eberhard Jüngel, "Gottes ursprüngliches Anfangen als schöpferische 
Selbstbegrenzung. Ein Beitrag zum Gespräch mit Hans Jonas über den `Gottesbegriff 
nach Auschwitz,'" in: Jüngel, Wertlose Wahrheit. Zur Identität und Relevanz des 
christlichen Glaubens. Theologische Erörterungen III, München 1990, p.151-162. Ideas 
similar to those of Hans Jonas have been worded in a much more popular way by the 
liberal rabbi Harold S. Kushner in his bestseller When Bad Things Happen to Good People, 
reprint New York 1983, p.79-86. 

    14Cf. Walter Kasper, The God of Jesus Christ, London 1984, p.189-197. The following 
authors are among those who argue that the divine nature must be affected by the 
suffering of Christ: Donald M. Baillie, God Was in Christ. An Essay on Incarnation and 
Atonement, London 1948, p.198f.; Paul Fiddes, The Creative Suffering of God, Oxford 
1988, p.25-31; Hans Küng, The Incarnation of God. An Introduction to Hegel's Theological 
Thought as Prolegomena to a Future Christology, Edinburgh 1987, p.445-448; Jürgen 
Moltmann, The Crucified God. The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of 
Christian Theology, London 31977, esp. p.214f., 240-247. See also my survey of literature 
in "De passibilitas Dei in de hedendaagse westerse theologie. Een literatuuroverzicht," 
Kerk en Theologie 40 (1989), p.196-206, and my "Suffering of Christ, Suffering of God?", 
forthcoming in Theology. 

    15The idea that creation implies self-limitation has been defended by, e.g., Hendrikus 
Berkhof, Christian Faith. An Introduction to the Study of the Faith, Grand Rapids 21986, 
p.157-160; Grace M. Jantzen, "Human Autonomy in the Body of God," in: Alastair Kee 
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secondly, the problem of evil is not only for Jewish thinkers, but also for a growing 
group of Christians a reason for holding that God must have limited His power.16 
 The third motive prompting Christian theologians to assert the divine self-
limitation is the Christian belief that God is love, combined with an understanding of 
love as making room for the beloved and as implying vulnerability in relation with the 
beloved. Anyone who loves, by his love makes himself dependent on the good-will 
and the response of his beloved.17 
 Summarizing, the idea of the self-limitation of God has been a comfort for the 
suffering Jewish people throughout the ages. In Christian theology its acceptance is of 
recent date, and is explicitly connected not only with the problem of evil and the 
doctrine of creation, but also with the doctrines of the love of God and of the 
incarnation of God in Christ.  
 
III Can God limit His own power? 
 
Before discussing the question whether God can limit His power, I want to make a 
"grammatical" remark. One sometimes hears or reads theologians who accept the idea 
of a divine self-limitation say that "God has a `self-limited' omnipotence."18 This seems 
to me a contradiction in terms. The "omni" in "omnipotence" indicates that the power 
of the omnipotent God is maximal,19 and as soon as God limits His omnipotence His 

                                                                                                                                                        
& Eugene T. Long (eds.), Being and Truth. Essays in Honour of John Macquarrie, London 
1986, p.195; Jüngel, "Gottes ursprüngliches Anfangen"; Luco J. van den Brom, Creatieve 
twijfel. Een studie in de wijsgerige theologie, Kampen 1990, p.100, 122; Simone Weil, 
Gateway to God, London 31978, p.80.  

    16For the ascription of self-limitation to God in connection with the problem of evil, 
see Brümmer, "Het kwaad," p.33, 36f.; Geddes MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be. A 
Theology of Love, New York 1975, p.129-150; Kenneth Surin, "The Impassibility of God 
and the Problem of Evil," in: Surin, The Turnings of Darkness and Light. Essays in 
Philosophical and Systematic Theology, Cambridge 1989, p.71; Tarcisius J. van Bavel, 
"Waar is God als de mens lijdt?," in: J. Lambrecht (ed.), Hoe lang nog en waarom toch? 
God, mens en lijden, Leuven 1988, p.162. 

    17Among those arguing that the divine love implies self-limitation are, e.g, 
Brümmer, Alzo lief heeft God, p.15-19; Grace M. Jantzen, God's World, God's Body, 
London 1984, p.153; MacGregor, He Who Lets Us Be, esp. p.120; Van Bavel, "Waar is 
God?," p.161f. 

    18This quotation is taken from Arthur Peacocke's lecture at the 1990 Conference of 
the Society for the Study of Theology, "Science and the Theology of Creation," 
unpublished, p.11. 

    19See, for instance, Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 25,1; Thomas P. Flint & Alfred J. 
Freddoso, "Maximal Power," in: Thomas V. Morris (ed.), The Concept of God, Oxford 
1987, p.134-167. In agreement with Flint and Freddoso, I will argue in the following 
that the fact that even the omnipotent God cannot do the logically impossible cannot 
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power becomes less than maximal, and therefore He looses His omnipotence.20 
Limited omnipotence is nonsense! 
 This does not mean, however, that it is logically impossible that the omnipotent 
God limits His own power and thus exchanges omnipotence for limited power (or 
perhaps even complete powerlessness). The question is: is this logical possibility 
possible in fact? Now if we analyse power in terms of the ability to actualise or bring 
about states of affairs,21 what can be meant by "limiting one's own power"? Prima facie 
limiting one's own power must mean something like "restricting the range of states of 
affairs one is able to bring about." 
 If this is correct, every action without exception involves a self-limitation of the 
power of the actor. If an actor S brings about a state of affairs p at a time t, S eliminates 
the option of actualising not-p at t. Though this should be granted, I don't think we 
should follow Brümmer in speaking about self-limitation in cases like these. In our 
ordinary life at least we do not experience all our actions as self-limiting. On the 
contrary, many people would hold that we realise ourselves by our actions or that our 
actions are our most genuine self-expressions. Let me explore this intuition in some 
more detail22. All our actions take place in time. And all power we possess is power to 
actualise certain states of affairs at certain times. But since we cannot bring time to a 
standstill, this means that every power we possess as it were "elapses" with the 
passage of time. Let me give an example. If I am in prison for some time, and my wife 
is not allowed to visit me for more than one hour each week, then everything we 
would like to say to each other must be said in that one hour. And no matter how we 
spent that hour, when it was finished our opportunities for talking would be zero until 
next week's visit. Even if during one of my wife's visits we didn't make use of our 
opportunity to talk at all, at the end of the visit the opportunity would be gone. 
 It depends upon our viewpoint how we see this situation. On the one hand the 
visiting hour each week is our opportunity to talk with each other. On the other hand, 
whatever we do or don't do during the visiting hour, from the very moment it begins 
the seconds of our being together start ticking away. Thus the visiting hour is highly 
ambivalent: on the one hand all our opportunities for talking are compressed in this 
one hour; on the other hand precisely during this hour we feel how the passage of time 
increasingly limits our opportunities. During the rest of the week the lapse of time 
does not deprive us of our opportunities (to talk with each other), but that is only 
because this time is without opportunity (to talk) at all. Thus opportunities for action 
(or: power) and the reduction of these opportunities through the lapse of time are 
undetachably connected: one cannot have the first without the second. This conclusion 
applies not only to the visiting hour in prison, but to the whole of our life.  

                                                                                                                                                        
count as a limitation of His power.  

    20Cf. Anhony Kenny, The God of the Philosophers, Oxford 1979, p.60-61. 

    21Cf. Flint & Freddoso, "Maximal Power," p.137-141.  

    22For the following, cf. Charles Hartshorne, "Argument in Metaphysics of Religion," 
Word and Spirit 8 (1986), p.46. 
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 This means that as soon as we have got some power, time will limit it anyhow. 
The only influence we can exert by our actions is not on whether our power will be 
limited or not, but on how our power will be limited. The time that limits our power 
may be wasted, or it may be used excellently. In both cases our power will be limited 
by time, but still the difference can be very important to us. When we use our time 
excellently, we seize our opportunities and use the power we have to actualise those 
states of affairs which we would like to see actualised; and when we waste our time, 
we fail to actualise these states of affairs. Thus we are back with the ambivalence of 
time: limiting on the one hand, granting opportunities on the other. Now it is 
important to note that the limiting quality of time is a given, is something external in 
the sense that we can exert no influence on its existence, whereas our seizing (or failing 
to seize) our opportunities is the way in which we actively determine our own 
destinies (or fail to do so). The fact that we have to make choices is given to us, but the 
choices we make are our actions, our way of handling and controlling the given. In 
and by them we realise our desires. Therefore it seems odd to say that by acting we 
limit our power.  
 In other words: time has a Janus face, with "opportunity" written at the one side 
and "limitation" at the other. The limitation is there anyhow, but the opportunity has 
to be seized. Now when someone seizes the opportunity, it is unreasonable to say that 
he seizes the limitation which would have been there anyhow, even though by seizing 
the opportunity he also influences the way in which the limitation is actualised. 
 This means that we have to revise our definition of "limiting one's own power" 
as follows: S limits his own power at t if and only if S restricts the range of states of 
affairs he is able to bring about at some time after t. On this definition, the fact that 
every state of affairs p brought about by S at t excludes the actualisation of not-p at t 
does not count as a limitation of the power of S. Consequentially, the fact that God 
brings about p at t and thereby chooses not to actualise not-p at t does not count as a 
limitation of the power of God. Therewith I have rejected Brümmer's above-quoted 
account of the way God can limit His own omnipotence. 
 Since in this section I set out to answer the question whether God can limit His 
own omnipotence, we will now have to inquire whether there is some other way in 
which He can limit His omnipotence. Generally speaking, we can say that one's power, 
i.e. one's ability to actualise certain states of affairs, is determined by two factors: the 
abilities or skills of that person, and the situation he finds himself in. My wife and I 
both possess all the skills that are needed for talking with each other, but in the 
hypothetical example given above our situation does not permit us to speak with each 
other for more than an hour each week. If we should want to speak longer, either our 
situation should change or we should acquire a new skill. If I were released from 
prison, or if we would learn to communicate in a paranormal way, we would gain the 
"power" to talk for more than an hour with each other.  
 If, for some reason or other, I would like to limit my "power" to talk with my 
wife even more, I should either reduce my skills or change our situation in such a way 
as to make it impossible for me to talk with her. If my own shame and my wife's 
reproaches made our talks a real trial for me, I could decide to try to change my 
situation in such a way that I would not be able to talk with my wife any more. I could 
try, for example, to misbehave and to induce my warders to withdraw my right to 
receive visitors. Or I could try to reduce my skills, for instance by being drunk or, in 
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the last resort, by committing suicide. Of course these are only examples, but they 
illustrate nicely the ways that are open to anyone who wants to reduce his abilities to 
bring states of affairs about, that is his power. Anyone who wants to change his power 
will have to change either his skills or abilities, or his situation. 
 Is it possible for God to reduce His power in either of these ways? God can only 
limit the range of actions open to Him by changing His situation, if it is possible that 
there are states of affairs that are, so to speak, resistant to His omnipotence. For human 
beings there are such states of affairs, as we have seen above, but for God? Part of what 
the doctrine that God is omnipotent wants to say is that God's skills or abilities are 
such that there is no situation that is resistant to them.  
 N.B. There are other reasons, besides the perfection of God's skills or abilities, to 
believe that no situation can limit His power. Our situations can limit our power, 
because we are part of and dependent upon the world around us. In the case of God it 
is exactly the other way round: everything that exists besides Him, is dependent upon 
Him for its existence, and God, being self-sufficient, is dependent upon nothing else 
but Himself. 
 Since it is impossible, then, that God's power is limited by a change in His 
situation, we will have to see whether it is possible that He reduces His own skills or 
abilities. Human beings can limit their skills or abilities in two respects: they can limit 
their bodily abilities and their mental abilities (for instance by drinking too much). 
Traditionally it is held that God is incorporeal, and an incorporeal God cannot limit 
His bodily abilities, since He has none. God does not need any means for His actions in 
the world; in the words of Richard Swinburne, He "is supposed to be able to move any 
part of the world directly... He can make any part move as a direct action."23 As 
Swinburne notes, it is part of the concept of a body that I can directly move many parts 
of it; if that is so, it might be more correct to say not that God is not embodied, but that 
a limited form of embodiment can be ascribed to Him. Insofar as this limited form of 
embodiment consists in His being able to move every part of the universe directly, 
however, it does not make a limitation of God's skills or abilities possible. 
 If God cannot reduce His bodily skills and abilities, can He reduce His mental 
abilities? We can influence our mental abilities by virtue of the fact that they are 
dependent upon our bodies and especially upon our brains. This means that when we 
prevent our brains from properly functioning, for instance by the use of intoxicants, 
we thereby reduce our mental capacities for a time. Surely there is a general consensus 
in the theistic tradition that God is not embodied in the sense that His mental abilities 
are dependent upon anything else.24 It is therefore impossible that God reduces His 
mental abilities by exerting a certain influence upon something else. Is it possible, then, 
that God limits His own mental abilities not by influencing anything else but just by 
deciding that from now on they will be in a certain respect limited? When we ask this 
question, we may as well ask a similar question with respect to the divine 

                                                 
    23Richard Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism, Oxford 1977, p.103. On the notion of 
divine embodiment, see also Jantzen, God's World and Van den Brom, "God's 
Omnipresent Agency," Religious Studies 20 (1984), p.637-655. 

    24See, e.g., Swinburne, Coherence, p.103. 
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omnipotence: if God cannot limit His own omnipotence by changing His situation or 
by reducing His bodily or mental abilities, cannot He limit His own omnipotence just 
by deciding that from now on He is not omnipotent any more? 
 Let's discuss the last question first. If the analysis of power in terms of situation 
and skills or abilities, as I have given it above, is correct, it will be clear that there is no 
room for a limitation of power by any other means than by changing one's situation so 
that it becomes resistant to one's skills or abilities, or by reducing these skills or 
abilities. But no analysis is perfect, and I may have overlooked something. Let's 
suppose, for the sake of the argument, that I have done so, and that the analysis of 
power given above is incorrect. In that case it might be possible that God limits His 
own omnipotence just by deciding that from now on He is not omnipotent any more. 
Nevertheless, I am sure that most theists would have great difficulties with the idea of 
a God who just can decide to lose (part of) His omnipotence. Let's try to clarify these 
difficulties by comparing the idea that God is able to limit His own omnipotence with 
the idea that He is able to resolve that He will not use (part of) His power during a 
certain period. In the last case we will talk of self-restraint instead of self-limitation.  
 As we have seen above, it is sometimes said that by creating, God has limited 
His own omnipotence, because God governs neither what happens in His creation in 
general nor the behaviour of man: the first is determined by laws of nature, the second 
by human free will. Could God achieve this by self-restraint as well as by self-
limitation? I think so: if God resolves not to interfere with human freedom, the result 
for human beings is exactly the same as when God did not have the ability to interfere. 
But still there is a difference: if it is by self-limitation that God grants us our freedom, 
He thereby gives up all control, whereas if it is by self-restraint, He remains in control. 
God can revoke His self-restraint at any moment He wants to, and this means that He 
can interfere whenever He wants. Self-limitation, on the other hand, is necessarily 
irrevocable: as soon as God has limited His power, He has lost it and cannot get it 
back; if He would be able to recover His power just by desiring it, this would mean 
that He had never really lost it in the first place, because it remained at His command 
all the time. 
 This means that divine self-limitation is incompatible with large parts of the 
theistic tradition, whereas self-restraint is not. The theistic tradition allows for 
incidental divine interventions, temporarily overruling laws of nature and even 
human freedom. Think, for instance, of the sign the Lord gave unto Hezekiah to show 
that He would do what He had spoken through Isaiah: He made the shadow go 
backward ten steps, by which it had first gone down the stairs of Ahaz (II Kings 20,9-
11). And think of Balaam, the son of Beor, who was called by Balak to curse the 
Israelites, but who was compelled by the Lord to bless them (Numbers 22-24). Divine 
actions like these would be impossible for God when He had limited His own 
omnipotence in the relevant respects, but not when He had restrained it.  
 Even for those who don't believe that divine interventions like these have 
occurred in fact, there is ample reason to reject the idea of self-limitation. One of the 
central tenets of the theistic tradition is the utter trustworthiness of God. But how 
trustworthy would God be if He would let things go out of control, if He were bound 
by our free wills and by the laws of nature? Is it reasonable to trust a God of good 
intentions, but limited power? Is it reasonable to worship Him? For those who believe 
that God is "id quo maius nihil cogitari potest," a maximally perfect Being, there are 
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even more problems. Is a God who limits His omnipotence when He could achieve the 
same results by restraining it, maximally perfect? 
 It will be clear, then, that the idea that God limits His own power just by 
deciding to do so is not tenable. Moreover, since all the above objections apply to the 
idea that God limits His omnipotence by limiting His mental abilities as well, we can 
now conclude that the idea that God limits His omnipotence has to be rejected in 
favour of the idea that He restrains His power. God can resolve25 that He will not use 
His power in a certain way during a certain time, but He cannot limit His power.26 
 The above considerations have been inspired by Brümmer's remarks on divine 
self-limitation quoted above. In that quotation Brümmer not only holds that God can 
limit His own omnipotence, but he also argues that the idea of divine self-limitation 
provides a solution to the paradox of omnipotence. By now it will be clear that the 
kind of self-limitation of which Brümmer is speaking - God's being unable to do the 
logically impossible - cannot provide such a solution. The fact that God cannot do the 
logically impossible only means that He cannot bring about two or more incompatible 
states of affairs at the same time. But the kind of self-limitation required for a solution of 
the paradox of the stone should involve the possibility that God by bringing about 
some state of affairs at a certain time limits His power to bring about an incompatible 
state of affairs at any later time. The paradox of the stone has to do with two different 
states of affairs: 
 
(1)All stones are such that they can be lifted by God, and 
(2) There exists a stone that cannot be lifted by God. 
 
(1) and (2) cannot obtain simultaneously, and therefore even God cannot actualise 
them simultaneously. But this does not imply that God cannot actualise (1) and (2) at 
different times! 
 Above I have argued for an interpretation of "limiting one's power" that does 
not include what Brümmer means by "self-limitation": S limits his power at t if and 
only if S restricts the range of states of affairs he is able to bring about at some time 
after t. This is the kind of "self-limitation" one needs for a solution of the paradox of 
omnipotence. If God could actualise (2) at t in such a way that it is impossible for Him 

                                                 
    25On the trustworthiness of such divine resolutions, see the literature on divine 
impeccability, e.g, Nelson Pike, "Omnipotence and God's Ability to Sin," American 
Philosophical Quarterly 6 (1969), p.208-216; Brümmer, "Divine Impeccability." Cf. also 
Antonie Vos's contribution to the present volume. 

    26Similar views have been defended by Kenny, God of the Philosophers, p.60-61, Keith 
Ward, Rational Theology and the Creativity of God, Oxford 21985, p.123 ("There is a sense 
in which God can limit his own power, for instance, by creating free beings which 
have the power of autonomous decision, which God is unable to control as long as that 
freedom remains. But this is simply a limitation on the exercise of power, not on its 
possession.") and Thomas F. Tracy, God, Action and Embodiment, Grand Rapids 1984, 
p.143f. ("Intentional self-restraint does not represent a renunciation of omnipotence, 
but rather a renunciation of certain uses of power.") 
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to undo (2) at a time after t or to bring about a state of affairs that is incompatible with 
(2) - e.g., (1) - after t, the paradox of omnipotence is solved. Such a solution, however, 
rests on a premiss the unacceptableness of which I have shown above: the premiss that 
God can limit His own omnipotence. This means that I have to reject Brümmer's 
solution of the paradox of omnipotence. 
 The above discussion points in the direction of a contrary solution: since God 
cannot limit His omnipotence, and since the creation of a stone God cannot lift would 
imply such limitation, God cannot create such a stone. He can, however, create a stone 
and resolve that He will not lift it. For all we know, He has done so many times. The 
fact that God cannot create a stone which He cannot lift is not incompatible with His 
perfection, since He would be less perfect if He could limit His omnipotence than if He 
cannot. 
 
IV Conclusion 
 
After having shown in the second section of the present paper that the idea of divine 
self-limitation is widespread, fulfills several theological functions and is therefore of 
major theological importance, I have in the third section argued against the view that 
God can limit His own omnipotence and in favour of the view that He restrains His 
omnipotence. In the second section I did not introduce the distinction between self-
restraint and self-limitation because it is alien to the authors I discussed there. 
Moreover, in this paper I do not want to make a historical point about the 
interpretation of the idea of divine self-limitation throughout the history of theology. I 
want to make a systematic point: if we want to integrate in a fruitful way the idea that 
God limits His omnipotence into our theology, we should interpret it in the sense of a 
self-restraint. Even if my arguments in favour of this interpretation do not show the 
alternative interpretation to be downright impossible, I think that I have succeeded in 
showing that my interpretation is, in Brümmer's terms, the most rational interpretation, 
"i.e. the one which produces the most fruitful conceptual suggestions relevant to our 
own present situation."27 

                                                 
    27In his "Philosophical Theology as Conceptual Recollection," Neue Zeitschrift für 
Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 32 (1990), p.59f., Brümmer argues for a 
distinction between intentional interpretations - aimed at recovering the original 
intention of the author - and rational interpretations. 


