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A Short Reponse to William Craig’s “A Response to Grunbaum on Creation and Big Bang Cosmology”


William Craig of the Talbot Theological Seminary and Adolf Grunbaum of the University of Pittsburgh engaged in the mid nineties in a debate via article and response as to whether or not Craig could establish the existence of God with the support of Big Bang cosmology. In the article being responded to, it is my contention that Craig has ultimately failed to do so, for two reasons. The first reason is that his arguments can be used to establish objects other than God, such as the cosmic singularity itself, as the explanation for the Big Bang and the universe. The second, which is considered in detail here, is that the way in which his arguments work to support one another leads to circular reasoning on his part.

Craig is a proponent of the ‘Kalam cosmological argument’ for the existence of God, which argues simply that no temporally infinite object can exist, and that all temporally finite objects must have a cause. This includes the universe as a whole. The theistic conclusion drawn is that the only metaphysically possible cause of the universe must be some form of God. While, prima facie, this seems question begging as God then needs a cause of his existence, He is granted an exemption as He is conceived to exist atemporally, whereas only temporal objects must have a cause of their existence. Craig casts his defense of the argument in terms of Big Bang cosmology. As it is incoherent to speak of any event being temporally prior to the Big Bang, Craig specifies that God’s agency be a simultaneous cause of the Big Bang and thence the universe and all subsequent events that occur within the universe. 


Adolf Grunbaum, in his “Some Comments on William Craig’s ‘Creation and Big Bang Cosmology,’” points out that, as we have no way to assign causal priority to temporally simultaneous events, there is no reason for us to conclude that God was the cause of the universe and not vice versa. Grunbaum presents the following argument:

4. The proponent of simultaneous, asymmetric causation must give us a criterion for distinguishing one of two causally connected simultaneous events as the cause of the other.

5. There is no generally accepted account of causal directionality.

6. Therefore, there can be no simultaneous, asymmetric cause of the Big Bang. 

(Grunbaum 1994)

This argument has many problems with it, which are pointed out and attacked by Craig. To begin with, as presented, it really isn’t an argument, at least not a valid one, as the conclusion clearly does not follow from the premises. In an attempt to be fair, Craig reframes the argument in valid form as such:

4.’’ The proponent of simultaneous, asymmetric causation must give us a generally accepted criterion for distinguishing one of two causally connected simultaneous events as the cause of the other, if simultaneous, asymmetric causation is possible. 

(Craig 1994)

With premise 5 and the conclusion 6 following from both. Craig quickly points out that 4’’ is false, making Grunbaum’s argument, though valid, unsound. In an attempt to be fairer to Grunbaum than I feel Craig has been, I would propose the argument be framed as such:

4.’’’ The proponent of a simultaneous cause of the Big Bang must present us with a compelling account of causal priority for simultaneous events, if such a cause is to be accepted.

5.’ No proponent of a simultaneous cause of the Big Bang has presented us with a compelling account of causal priority for simultaneous events.

6.’ Therefore, we should not accept a simultaneous cause of the Big Bang.


This framing seems to be the most faithful to the context of Grunbaum’s criticisms of Craig. The question to ask then is whether or not 5’ is true; that is, whether or not anyone has presented a compelling reason to assign causal priority to a cause of the Big Bang. Craig presents us with his own case when he states: 

Now in the case of the hypothesis of theological creationism, we have, as I noted, a logically airtight means of distinguishing cause from effect, namely, it is metaphysically impossible for God to be caused by the world, since if God exists, His nature is such that He exists necessarily, whereas the world's existence is metaphysically contingent (as is evident from its beginning to exist). That entails that there is no possible world in which God is caused by the Big Bang singularity.

(Craig 1994)


Is this enough? It appears on first glance to be logically airtight, as Craig notes, but upon closer inspection I do not believe that it holds up in context with the rest of Craig’s arguments. Causal priority is assigned because God’s existence is metaphysically necessary, whereas the existence of the universe is metaphysically contingent. A contingent event cannot be the cause of a necessary event, and so on. Why, however, is God’s existence metaphysically necessary? There are two reasons that I can think of why this might be believed. 

The first reason is simply accepted Christian theological convention. At this point in time, and historically for at least 1500 years in Christian tradition, God has been defined as metaphysically necessary. The atheist response to this seems obvious. Defining a hypothetical being as metaphysically necessary is done arbitrarily and so the same can be said of the cosmic singularity. Its existence is atemporal and can be conceived of as metaphysically necessary. Although the existence of the universe is contingent, it is contingent only upon the singularity, which is not itself the universe, as the universe exists temporally and the singularity does not.
 If cosmologists were metaphysicians and cared about the notion of metaphysical necessity, perhaps they would develop such a hypothesis, which is proved simply by definition. Leaving aside the fact that I believe this can be developed into a response to the entire Kalam argument for a later expanded treatment, let us move on to the second reason that God’s existence is thought to be metaphysically necessary.


What is being sought here is an explanation for the existence of the universe. As the universe is thought to be metaphysically contingent, an ultimate explanation of its existence must be metaphysically necessary, lest the explanation need an explanation and so on ad infinitum. God is the entity postulated by theists as this explanation. As such, He must be metaphysically necessary. However, if we go back to the assignment of causal priority, we see that priority was assigned to God as explanation because of His metaphysical necessity. This assigning of causal priority is undertaken as part of an argument to establish His existence. However, assigning priority on the basis of metaphysical necessity presupposes the existence of the metaphysically necessary explanation. Hinging the success of the Kalam argument upon the assigning of causal priority to a temporally simultaneous personal cause of the universe thus results in question begging. I don’t want to go so far as to claim that the argument boils down to “He must exist, therefore He exists,” but circular reasoning does seem to emerge when we consider all of the supporting arguments being made in context with one another. Perhaps a simplification can be framed as such:

1. The Big Bang, as a temporally finite object, must have a cause of its occurence.

2. As there existed no time prior to the Big Bang, this cause must be simultaneous with the Big Bang.

3. Although we have no generally accepted account of causal priority for temporally simultaneous events, we can in this case be assured that God is causally prior because His existence is metaphysically necessary.

4. Therefore, God exists.

1 is a paraphrase of the conclusion of the Kalam argument itself. 2 is Craig’s response to Grunbaum’s original criticism that no time existed prior to the Big Bang and so no cause was necessary. 3 is the argument presented by Craig in the article being critiqued here. 4 is never explicitly stated, but it certainly seems to be the whole point of Craig’s undertaking. Is not his ultimate aim to establish God’s existence? If it is, then the arguments he has presented in the articles being considered fail. Clearly, when we step back and consider how the arguments network with one another, 3 presupposes the truth of 4 and so cannot be used as a premise in support of it. 
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� The singularity is not metaphysically necessary in the sense that it does not have to exist (as evidenced by the fact that it no longer does exist). Craig’s argument that the universe must have a cause, however, only rests on the fact that the universe began to exist at some point in time (t=0). Because the same cannot be said of God, He is assigned causal priority. The singularity, however, like God, did not begin to exist at any time and so it is metaphysically necessary in a sense sufficient to meet Craig’s requirement for causal priority.





