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GOD, TIME, AND ETERNITY
WILLIAM LANE CRAIG

God is the ‘high and lofty One who inhabits eterntty’ning to time itself ? The answer is: it all depends. If a person
declared the prophet Isaiah, but exactly how we are to undeglieves that time exists apart from events such that if there
stand the notion of eternity is not clear. Traditionally, the Chrisere no events there wouttill be time, then our argument
tian church has taken it to mean ‘timeless’. But in his classioes not entaiprima faciea beginning to time. On the other
work on this subject, Oscar Cullmann has contended that Haad, if one accepts that time cannot exist apart from events,
New Testament ‘does not make a philosophical, qualitative disen a beginning of events would entail a beginning of time as
tinction between time and eternity. It knows linear time onfy.. xvell.

He maintains, ‘Primitive Christianity knows nothing of a time- There are a few modern authors who hold to the indepen-
less God. The “eternal” God is he who was in the beginningdient status of time apart from events, and they are thus the
now, and will be in all the future, “who is, who was, and who wilieirs of the Newtonian conception of absolute time. Swinburne
be” (Rev. 1:4)3As aresult, God’s eternity, says Cullmann, mustrgues that time, like space, is of logical necessity unboufided.
be expressed in terms of endless time. For every instant of time must be preceded and succeeded by

When we speak of God as eternal, then, we may mearother instant of time. The physical universe itself may have
either ‘timeless’ or simply ‘everlasting’. The question is: whichad a beginning — but this can only be true if there is a period of
understanding of God'’s relationship to time is to be preferretitde before the beginning during which the universe did not
Taking sharp issue with Cullmann’s study, James Barr hedst. Since time is unbounded, it is of logical necessity infinite.
shown that the biblical data are not determinative. He arg®#sce prior to and after every period of time there is more time
that Cullmann’s study is based too heavily upon etymologyd since the same instant of time never recurs, time must have
and vocabulary studies, and these cannot be determinativgdne on and will go on forever. Although space would not exist
deciding the meaning of a term apart from4Batr thinks that without physical objects, time would. But, he adds, without
Genesis may very well teach that time was created along watiysical objects, time could not be measured: one could not
the universe, and that God may be thought of as timeleskstinguish an hour from a day in a period of time without ob-
Barr’s basic contention is that, ‘A valid biblical theology can hects Therefore, Newton'’s claims about Absolute Time were
built only upon thestatementf the Bible, and not on the correct!? To say that the universe began to exist on such a time
wordsof the Bible.® When this is done, the biblical data arscale would simply be to say that a finite time ago there were no
inconclusive: ‘. ..if such a thing as a Christian doctrine of tinphysical objects?
has to be developed, the work of discussing it and developing J. R. Lucas also contends that time could neither begin
it must belong not to biblical but to philosophical theology’. nor end* He notes that if time is defined in a relational manner,

Therefore, the issue lies in the lap of the philosopher, riben if there was an absolutely stationary universe prior to the
the theologian. Are there, then, good philosophical argumefitst event, we would have to say that time did not exist until the
for preferring one of these competing notions of God'’s ternifiyst event occurred. At the beginning of time no past tense
to the other? | think that there are. statements could be made, since there was no past. Yet it is

According to the Christian doctrine ofeatio ex nihilo, obvious that certain statements, such as, ‘The stars were mov-
the universe began to exist a finite amount of time ago. Tiig’, is a meaningful, though this case false, statement that
doctrine receives philosophical confirmation from argumentsuld be made about the state of the universe prior to the first
demonstrating the absurdity of an infinite temporal regressenfent. Lucas does not deny that the universe may have had a
event§ and empirical confirmation from the evidence for theeginning, but he, like Swinburne, argues that in such a case
so-called ‘big-bang’ model of the universéwe agree that the time would precede the beginning of the universe and that it
universe began to exist, does this necessitate as well a begould be undifferentiatet Without a world there would be no
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metric to impose upon time. because every instant of time implies a prior instant. Thus,

A variant on the above view is expressed by Lawrentieere could be no first instant of time. Within a Newtonian
Sklar, whose theories of time are heavily influenced by relativaderstanding of time this argument, even if valid, would only
ity theory. He interprets Minkowski spacetime in a literalistienply that the universe had a beginningime instead ofvith
way, asserting that future events ‘have determinate reality’ aide. But, in fact, it does seem plausible to contend on a rela-
future objects are ‘real existentéAccordingly, he regards time tional view of time that a first instant could exist, since apart
and space as inextricably bound up together in spacefimdrom events no time exists. Stuart Hackett argues,

This would seem to imply that if the universe had an absolute
beginningex nihilg then time would also have a beginning;
but that if the universe had only a relative beginning from a
prior quiescenstate, then time would not have a beginning.
lan Hinckfuss also argues that if the universe were frozen into
immobility, there would still be time because temporal duration
and measurement are not dependent upon the continuous op-
eration of a clock throughout that tirtfe.

Presumably to such thinkers the beginning of the tempo-
ral series of events would not entail a beginning to time itself.
On the other hand, those who adhere to a relational view of time
generally take the beginning of events to be synonymous with
the beginning of time itself. Zwart, for example, asserts,

Time is merely a relation among objects

that are apprehended in an order of
succession or that objectively exist in such
an order: time is a form of perceptual
experience and of objective processes in
the external (to the mind) world. Thus the
fact that time is a relation among objects or
experiences of a successive charaetéds

the objection that the beginning of the
world implies an antecedent void time: for
time, as such a relation of succession
among experiences or objective processes,
has no existence whatever apart from these
According to the relational theory the experiences or processes themsetves.
passage of time consists in the happening
of events. So the question whether time is
finite or infinite may be reduced to the
guestion whether the series of events is
finite or infinitely.1°

Therefore, if nothing existed and then something existed,
there is no absurdity in speaking of this as the first moment of
time. Brian Ellis notes that because we speak of ‘before cre-
ation’ or ‘prior to the first event’, we tend to think that a begin-
ning of time is impossibl&But Ellis draws a very instructive

It might be asserted that even on the relational view afialogy between this sort of speech and talk of temperatures
time there can be time prior to the first event because one rbalow absolute zero. When a physicist says there are no tem-
abstract from individual events to consider the whole universeratures lower than absolute zero, the use of ‘lower than’ does
as a sort of event which occurs at its creation. There wouldt presuppose there actually are such temperatures, but only
thus be a before and an after with regard to this event:that we can conceive it in our minds. In the same way, to say
universe/ universe. And a relation of before and after is tiiere was a time when the universe did not exist does not imply
primitive relation of which time consistsOn the other hand, there was such a time, but only that we can mentally conceive
this level of abstraction may be illegitimate and may presuptsuch a time. To say there is no time before the first event is
pose a time above time. For prior to the universe’s beginnindjkk saying there is no temperature -273°C. Both express limits
there wasothingat all, not even space, then it would certainligeyond which only the mind can travel. Whitrow remarks in
seem to be true that there was no time either. For supposehigeconnection that many people have difficulty imagining a
universe never came to exist -- would there still be time? Bub#ginning to time because they think of it as a boundary similar
the universe does come to exast nihilo, how could we say to a boundary of spaé&We reject the latter because we could
this first event has an effect on reality (but of course there waesumably cross the boundary and find space on the other
no reality!) before it ever occurred, especially when its occwide. But the case with time is different because we cannot
rence is a contingent matter? We might want to say that titrevel freely in time as in space. If time coexists with events,
does not exist until an event occurs, but when the event dite an origin of time merely implies a beginning of the uni-
occur, there is a sort of retroactive effect causing past times&gse. The first moment of time is not a self-contradictory con-
spring into being. But this seems to confuse our mental abildgpt.
to think back in time with the progressive, unidirectional nature  There does not appear to be, therefore, any absurdity in
of time itself. Though we can, after creatithink of nothing- the notion of a beginning of time. The idea of a ‘time before
ness one hour before the first event, in terms of reality, théime’ is a mental construction only, a product of the imagina-
was no such moment. For there was just nothing, and Creation. In reality there seems to be no impossibility in having time
was only a future contingent. When the first event occurretise concommitantly with the universg nihila Thus, on a
the first moment of time began. Newtonian view of time, the universe arises in an absolute,

These are difficult conundrums, and it is at least an opendifferentiated time, while on a relational view of time, it comes
guestion as to whether a beginning of events necessitat@st@existence with time.
beginning of time. Therefore, we need to ask whether there is  But, of course, prior to creation was not simply nothing,
any absurdity in supposing that time had a beginning. Somg God. Would his existence necessitate the presence of time
philosophers have argued that time cannot have a beginrprigr to creation? Lucas argues that a personal God could not
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be timeless and that if God is eternal, then time must be infinite  Thus, on a relational view of time God would exist time-
as well?* But Hackett argues convincingly that a personal Gdessly and independently ‘prior’ to creation; at creation, which
need not experience a temporal succession of mental stateiéleas willed from eternity to appear temporally, time begins,
could apprehend the whole content of the temporal series i@ God subjects himself to time by being related to changing
single eternal intuition, just as | analogously apprehend all théngs. On the other hand, the Newtonian would say God exists
parts of a circle in a single sensory intuition. God could kndw absolute time changelessly and independently prior to cre-
the content of all knowledge--past, present, and future--irm@on and that creation simply marks the first event in time.
simultaneous and eternal intuiti&nTherefore, the fact that These, then, are the alternatives. A relational view of time
the creator is personal does not necessitate the presence®@ims superior to a Newtonian view because (1) it is difficult to
time prior to creation. Sturch argues that in order to avoid sg&e how time could exist apart from events anthéNewtonian
infinite temporal regress of states of consciousness, Godbgection that every instant of time implies a prior instant is
knowledge must be timele¥sOn a Newtonian view of time, adequately answered by the relational view. Thus, the proper
God would exist changelessly in a an undifferentiated time prigrderstanding of God, time, and eternity would be that God
to creation. On a relational view of time, God would exist changexists changelessly and timelessly prior to creation and in time
lessly and timelessly prior to the first event, creation, whiclfter creation.
marks the beginning of time.

But what about subsequent to the first event? If God
sustains any relations to the world, does not this imply that_he
exists in time ? The problem becomes especially acute for any-
one who hol(_js to the Cf‘wistian doctrine of the incar_nation, for Ysaiah 57:15 (RSV).
as Nelson Pike urges, It could hardly escape notice that the 2Oscar CullmanrChrist and TiméLondon: SCM Press,
doctrine of God’s timelessness does not square well with 2), p. XXVi.
standard Christian belief that God once assumed finite, human ;Ibid. 0.63.
fo_rm (the doctrine of the mcarna‘_uor_‘i)Soren K|erke_ga_ard called_ 4James BarBiblical Words for TiméLondon: SCM Press,
this the Absolute Paradox; this is the contradiction of exqg?]&) 0.80.
ence: the presence of the Eternal in time, how God can enter the élbid. pp. 145-7.
space-time world without ceasing to be the Etethal. Slbid. p. 147.

Thomas Aquinas attempted to solve this problem by ar- 7Ibid. p. 149.

guing that while creatures are really related to God, God sus- sHistorically, this argument has been defended by Al-

tains no real relation to creatuFé_sHence, GOd. exists time- Kindi, Al-Kindis Metaphysics: A Translation of ja’ qub ibn
lessly, unrelated to creatures, while creatures in time chang
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reasonable to maintain that God Is in time subsequent to Uhiverse ’if real 'must be finite in B’oth Space and Time’, Phi-
ation. This also removes Kierkegaard’s Absolute Paradox C%Eophy, ,XLVI (1’971)’121_32_ For a thorough discussior;, see

cerning the incarnation, for God would be in time prior to hm The KalamCosmological Argumeritondon: Macmillan
assuming a human nature. This understanding does not, ik, ' '

volve any change in God; rather he is simply related to chang-

. . . _ °On the big-b del P. J. E. Peeliéysical
ing things. As Swinburne explains, n the big-bang rmode” see ee mlca

CosmologyPrinceton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1971);

...since God coexists with the world and in S. WeinbergGravitation and CosmologgNew York, Wiley,

the world there is change, surely there is a 1972). That this model require®atio ex nihilds explained by
case for saying thagodcontinues to exist Fred Hoyle Astronomy and Cosmolo@g$an Francisco: W. H.

for an endless time, rather than that he is Freeman & Co., 1975), p. 658. See also my book mentioned in
timeless. In general that which remains the the above note.

same while other things change is not said R. G. SwinburneSpace andime(London: Macmillan,

to be outside time, but to continue through 1968), pp.207-8.

time3° Hbid. p. 209.



2lbid. p. 245. ry into mysteries’, but rather, ‘He was enjoying the fullness of
p pry y Jjoying

Bbid. p. 296. divine personal relationships, with an eternal determination for

143. R. LucasA Treatise on Time and Spa@eondon: the temporal creation and salvation of human persons.” Why
Methuen & Co., 1973), pp- 10-11 did God so determine? Perhaps to share the joy and love of

Blbid. pp. 311-12. divine fellowship with persons outside himself and so glorify

18 awrence SklarSpace, Time, and Spaceti(@erkley himself: on the other hand, perhaps we lack sufficient informa-
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1974), p. 2#bn to answer this question. Once there temporal persons were

Ybid. p. 297. created, God would then begin to experience temporal personal
¥lan Hinckfuss,The Existence of Space and Tif@x- relationships with them.
ford: Clarendon Press, 1975), pp. 72-3. %R, L. Sturch, ‘The Problem of Divine Eternityreli-
%P, J. ZwartAbout TimgAmsterdam and Oxford: North gious StudieX (1974), 492.
Holland Publishing Co., 1976), p. 237. 2Pike,God, p. 172.
Nbid. p. 36.". . . time is the generalized relation of be- #3oren KierkegaardPhilosophical Fragmenistrans.
fore-and-after extended to all evendiid. p. 43). David Swenson (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press,
ZHackett,Theismp. 263. 1936), pp. xii, 72.
22Brian Ellis, ‘Has the universe a beginning in time?’, ®Thomas AquinaSumma Theologiae. 13.7. See also
Australasian Journal of Philosopi¢XXIIl (1955), 33. John Donnelly,Creatio ex nihilo} in Logical Analysis and
3G, J. Whitrow,What is Tme? (London: Thames & Contemporary Theisped. John Donnelly (New York: Fordham
Hudson, 1972), pp. 146-7. University Press, 1972), pp. 210-11; Peter Geach, (God's Rela-
2 ucas,Treatise pp. 3, 309. tion to the World’, Sophia VII 1969), 1-9.

BHackett,Theism pp. 286-7. | think that it is within the ®R. G. Swinburne, ‘The Timelessness of Gdzhurch
context of Trinitarian theology that the personhood and tim@uarterly RevievCLXVI (1965), 331.
lessness of God may be the most satisfactorily understood. For 3'This serves effectively to rebut the objection of Julian
in the eternal and changeless love relationship between \Wafe to thekalam cosmological argument ‘Infinite Regress
persons of the Trinity, we see how a truly personal God coaldd the Cosmological Argumentinternational Journal for
exist timelessly, entirely sufficient within himself. Most writerg?hilosophy of Religiofl (1971), 246-9. The crucial premiss is,
who object to a timeless, personal God consider God only sibWolfe’s opinion, that an infinite time cannot elapse. He ar-
sequent to creation as he is related to human persons, bugfas that this is incorrect because prior to causing the first
to consider God prior to creation (e.g. Nelson Piked and effect, the uncaused cause existed for infinite time. Since the
Timelessnedtondon: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970], pp. 121first event did not occur, then an infinite time must have elapsed.
9). The former would appear to involve God in time, but tHgut in the first place, Wolfe's formulation of the argument is
latter would not, for if God is tri-personal he has no need défective, for the contention is that an infinite numbewehts
temporal persons with whom to relate in order to enjoy p&annot elapse, not that an infinite time cannot elapse. Because
sonal relationships— the three persons of the Godhead wadhlel argument concerns events, not time, Wolfe's analysis is
experience perfect and eternal communion and love with inapplicable, since prior to creation there were no events at all.
necessity to create other persons. Thus the answer to the gbesend, if the relationalist is correct, then an infinite time does
tion, ‘What was God doing prior to creation?’ is not the okt elapse prior to creation, because time begins at creation.
gibe noted by Augustine: ‘He was preparing hell for those wiBnd is simply timeless before the first event.
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