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[The paper has been revised slightly, in order to fix some mistakes in the version

that appears as a chapter in God and Time:  Essays on the Divine Nature, ed. by

Gregory E. Ganssle and David M. Woodruff (New York:  Oxford University

Press, 2002) — mistakes for which the editors should not be held responsible!  I

leave correction of the remaining mistakes as an exercise for the reader….]

Introduction: Two Questions About Time

Many theists reject the notion that God’s eternity consists in his timelessness — i.e., in

his lacking temporal extension and failing to possess properties at any times.  Some of

these “divine temporalists” hold that, for philosophical reasons, it is impossible to accept

both the timelessness of God and the view that God knows what happens at different

times and brings about events in time. 1  Many reject divine timelessness as a dubious

import from Platonism with no biblical or theological warrant.2  And some question the

very intelligibility of the doctrine.3

There are many serious questions a divine temporalist must answer.  One of the

most frequently discussed is whether a temporal God could know ahead of time what I

will freely do, or how any indeterministic system will behave.  I shall leave the most

theologically pressing questions to others, however.4  Here I address two closely related,

more purely metaphysical questions facing divine temporalists:  (i) Does time necessarily

involve change? and (ii) Did God have a sufficient reason for creating when he did?  The



2

latter raises the further question whether a divine temporalist can say that, in some sense,

time had a beginning.

In what follows, I ignore the relativity of simultaneity, treating earlier than and

later than as simple two-place transitive relations requiring no indexing to reference

frame.  Some of the arguments will have to do with time’s passage before creation, when

I suppose there were no spatial frames of reference; so ignoring relativity cannot hurt in

that context.  Another excuse for treating simultaneity as nonrelative in the present

context is the fact that most contemporary divine temporalists hold an “A-theory” of time

— that is, a theory of time according to which there is an objectively distinguished

present.  A-theorists are forced to treat the “simultaneity” of special relativity as

something other than real simultaneity, that relation that holds between events if and only

if it is ever true that both are present.  In particular, presentist A-theorists — those who

think that the difference between what is present and everything else is that, well, there is

nothing else — cannot very well maintain that what’s happening now is relative to

reference frame without also holding that what exists is relative to reference frame.  And

one would be hard pressed to make any sense out of that.5

Defining “Intrinsic Change”

There is a sense in which it is a trivial truth that time involves change.  This is because

there is a trivial kind of change:  the species of mere Cambridge change that Sydney

Shoemaker calls “McTaggart change”.6  It seems clearly necessary that, as long as time is

passing, everything that exists is getting older — however much things may remain

intrinsically and spatially unchanged.  Most philosophers who have claimed that time
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necessarily involves change have meant something more interesting than this.  Somehow

we must dismiss as irrelevant to the thesis that time involves change all “changes”

involving the gain or loss of temporally extrinsic properties, like being exactly 34 year’s

old, and (for tidiness) spatially extrinsic ones, too, like being three miles from a burning

barn.  There is a growing literature on the question how best to characterize intrinsic

properties. 7  Elsewhere, I have proposed the following procedure for defining the

intrinsic.8

Begin with two merely prima facie marks of temporal and spatial intrinsicness:

(D1) P is potentially temporally intrinsic =df there is no property Q such that

either: (a) necessarily, if something has P then something either did or will

have Q; or (b) necessarily, if something has P then either it was not the

case that something had Q or it will not be the case that something has Q.9

(D2) P is potentially spatially intrinsic =df there is no property Q such that

either: (a) necessarily, if something has P then there is something outside

its boundaries that has Q; or (b) necessarily, if something has P then it is

not the case that there is something outside its boundaries that has Q.

These criteria jointly constitute mere potential intrinsicness only because of problems

posed by disjunctive properties, like being red or three feet from a pig and being round

or the only thing that exists.10  Such properties (if indeed they are properties and not, as

some believe, mere “concepts” to which no real universals correspond) are potentially

spatially and temporally intrinsic; but they can be possessed by something “in virtue of”

its possession of a property that fails to satisfy one or both of these definitions.

There are a couple of ways in which one could try to shore up this hole.  One

might, for example, presuppose some kind of “logical atomism”; there is a basic stock of
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nondisjunctive, nonconjunctive, simple properties.  Certain of these (perhaps all of

them?) pass tests of intrinsicness; any property reached through property-building

operations of conjunction, disjunction, and negation working only from the stock of

simple intrinsics is itself intrinsic.  Anything built in part out of a simple property that

fails these tests, or out of a relation, is itself extrinsic.  I would be reluctant to take this

route myself, in case there are any families of complex properties each of which involves

at least one of the others but none of which is “built” entirely out of simple properties.

Perhaps the ethical and the modal constitute two such families of properties.  And the

possibility of infinite complexity is also worrisome; do we really want to rule out, on a

priori grounds, the possibility of properties that do not admit of analysis into any set of

simple properties?

An alternative is to appeal to a rather rich notion of parthood for properties — a

notion which others have attempted to explicate in a variety of ways.11  If there is such a

property as being either [red and three feet from a pig] or [red and not three feet from a

pig], surely it includes being three feet from a pig as a part in way that being red does

not; and this despite the fact that, necessarily, something has the one if and only if it has

the other.  Similarly for being both [either red or three feet from a pig] and [either red or

not three feet from a pig]; this, too, has a part that being red lacks, despite their necessary

coextensiveness.  These gerrymandered properties have being three feet from a pig

among their “Boolean parts” — where a Boolean part of a property is one that can be

reached by successive eliminations of disjuncts, conjuncts, and the ontological analogue

of the negation operator.12  But being red itself does not have such a part.  This suggests

the following test for “complete intrinsicness”, a category which rules out the above two
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gerrymandered properties in virtue of their containing parts that are not potentially

intrinsic.

(D3) P is a completely intrinsic property =df every property that is a Boolean

part of P is potentially temporally intrinsic and potentially spatially

intrinsic.

The category can then be expanded to arrive at a more general account of intrinsicness

that allows some of the gerrymandered properties to qualify as intrinsic as well.

(D4) P is an intrinsic property =df P is necessarily equivalent to a completely

intrinsic property.

Theism and the Thesis that Time Involves Change

I think it is fair to say that most philosophers who claim that time necessarily involves

change mean that, for time to be passing, some things somewhere must be changing

intrinsically.   So let us assume the following thesis about time and see what

consequences follow for the relationship between God and the temporal order.

(A) Necessarily, for all times t and t*, t is earlier than t* if and only if either (1) there

is an intrinsic property P such that something ceased to have or began to have it

after t but before t*, or (2) something came into being or passed away after t but

before t*.13

Aristotle, Aquinas, and Leibniz all seem to be committed to something like (A),

while maintaining different views about God’s eternity and the beginning of time.14  It is

true that Leibniz sometimes writes as if the mere possibility of something’s having gained
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or lost a property is sufficient to open up a temporal gap.15  However he does believe that

if there were a moment before which nothing in fact differed in any its properties or

relations, then there was no temporal interval before that moment even though there was

the logical possibility of earlier inconsistent states.  So even if he is not committed to

(A1), Leibniz is committed to the weaker consequence of (A1) which is my main

concern:

(A1*) If a time t is such that (1) there is no intrinsic property P such that something
ceased to have or began to have it before t, and (2) nothingcame into being or
passed away before t, then t is the first instant of time.

Abstractly, there are four possibilities:  (1) God is timeless and time had a

beginning; (2) God is timeless and time had no beginning; (3) God is temporal and time

had a beginning; and (4) God is temporal and time had no beginning.  Aquinas holds the

first view.16  Aristotle must have held either (2) or (4).  But it is, naturally, hard to find

anyone who accepts (3), the view which would seem to do the least justice to the doctrine

of divine eternity.  Since I am exploring divine temporalism, only (3) and (4) will be

considered.  What happens when each of these views is conjoined with (A), the doctrine

of no time without change?

On the face of it, (4) would seem the most natural choice between the two.  On

this view, GodÕs eternity consists in there being no (finite) interval of time such that God

does not exist before that time, nor a (finite) interval such that God does not exist after

that time.  (It is important to speak of intervals and not instants in this statement of

temporal eternity; for if time began with a continuous open interval of instants, of finite

length, every instant would be preceded by instants at which God existed, but he would


