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INTRODUCTION

Thinking About God & Time 

GREGORY E. GANSSLE

O ne  day when my son David was five, he asked me, “Is all of God

in this room, or only part of God?” At the time I was only beginning to

work on my doctoral dissertation on God’s relation to time, so I did

what many parents do. I deflected the question. I told him that I might

know the answer when I finished my dissertation.

David’s question is no less perplexing for an adult than it is for a five-

year-old child. We hold that God is everywhere, but it is not always clear

what we mean by such a claim. In what sense is God in the room? We

do not think he is spread out in space the way I am spread out when I

lie down for a nap on the couch. It is not that part of God is here at the

foot of the couch and a different part of God is at the head of the couch.

Do we want to say that all of God is here and all of God is there? Is God

wholly in two places at once?

These options do not exhaust the possibilities. God is not a physical

being the way I am. When we think that God is everywhere, perhaps

we are thinking that there is no place where his love, power and knowl-

edge cannot reach. God is not limited by space. Every point in space is
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directly accessible to him. One philosopher, Richard Swinburne, has

expressed God’s omnipresence in the following way:

God is supposed to be able to move any part of the universe directly; he

does not need to use one part of the universe to make another part move.

He can make any part move as a basic action. . . . The claim that God

controls all things directly and knows about all things without the infor-

mation coming to him through some causal chain, e.g., without light rays

from a distance needing to stimulate his eyes, has often been expressed as

the doctrine of God’s omnipresence.
1

It is God’s direct access to every point in space that constitutes his omni-

presence. If we do not think of God as existing literally somewhere (that

is, at some location in space) it is easier to think of him as standing out-

side space and creating it, and acting within it. Some of the reason that it

is easy to think in this way is that we often think of space as a con-

tainer—sort of like a box—in which all of the events of the universe

happen. God created the box and stands outside it watching. He also

interacts with the things in the box.

Where was God when he created the box? If God “stands outside” the

box, he does not do so in any literal way. There is no place outside of

space. If all of space is in the box and came into being when God cre-

ated the box, then God was not in any place when he created space. If

God stands outside the box, then he does not stand at any place as he

stands there. Where can we go from his presence? Nowhere! Every-

where we go, he is there. He is there in that he has direct knowledge

and access to every place we could go. We do not mean that God is

contained in every place in the universe. When we say that God is

everywhere, perhaps we do not mean either that God is spread out

throughout the physical universe or that God is wholly located at every

point in the universe. Instead maybe we mean that God is not contained

in space and that he has direct access to every point in space.

Did God create time in the same way he created space? If so, is he

standing outside time? What of God’s relation to time? God is, the psalm-

ists affirm, “from everlasting to everlasting.” He is not limited by time.

He did not have a beginning in time, nor will his existence end in time.

But is he in time the way we are? Is there any sense in which he can be

1
Richard Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism (Oxford: Clarendon, 1977), pp. 103-4.
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said to stand outside time as he stands outside space? What is the best

way to think about God’s relation to time? This is the question taken up

by the writers of this volume.

Methodology: Faith Seeking Understanding

How do we go about thinking about God’s relation to time? To be sure,

we want our thinking to be rooted in the Scriptures. It is not clear that

any particular theory of divine eternity can claim scriptural authority.

After all, the Bible does not make many purely metaphysical claims. We

might not want to think that we can read our view of God’s relation to

time directly from the few texts that seem to have relevant implications.

What the Bible will do for us, however, is provide the parameters for

any adequate understanding of God’s relation to time. On the one hand,

we read that God is the Creator of all and he did not begin in time. Any-

thing that has come into being was brought into being by his agency. As

a result, God is Lord over creation. He is the rightful ruler, and he is sub-

ject to nothing outside of himself. The fact that God is the Creator of all

implies that God is sovereign over everything, including time. If God

brought time into being, then he existed without time. If he existed

without time, even if he is temporal now, he was timeless.

Now I have to admit that it is strange to say that God was timeless. It

sounds as if I am claiming that there was a point in time at which he

was timeless. What I mean to stress here is it is possible for God to exist

without time. If past time is finite, and if God brought time into being,

he is independent of time in this way.

On the other hand, the Scriptures uniformly portray God as loving

and as interacting with created beings. He upholds the creation, he gives

life, he redeems and forgives sinful people. He answers our prayers and

knows what we need even before we ask. No theory of God’s relation

to time will be adequate if it does not allow for genuine interaction

between God and his people.

These parameters allow for a plurality of positions about how God is

related to time. Determining which position is most adequate takes us

beyond the particular data of the Scriptures. We will have to think philo-

sophically while remaining within the parameters of Scripture. That is,

we must think both Christianly and philosophically about the issue.

Christian philosophers have traditionally sought to think Christianly
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by thinking in the mode of faith seeking understanding. This mode was

introduced as early as Augustine (354-430) and has been articulated

throughout the history of the church. What it means to operate in this

mode is that Christian philosophers recognize that they know some

things by faith in a reliable authority. For example, they know some

things simply because they see them in the Scriptures. As God’s written

revelation, the Scriptures are reliable indicators of what is true. Philoso-

phers begin with this knowledge (we could call it faith-knowledge) and

try to reach another kind of knowledge (understanding-knowledge).

Understanding-knowledge is knowledge gained through the application

of one’s own reason.

Faith seeking understanding is not an approach for turning mere

beliefs into knowledge. Rather, it is a mode for turning one kind of

knowledge into another kind. It turns faith-knowledge into understand-

ing-knowledge. We begin with God’s revelation in the Scriptures, recog-

nizing that we know certain things based on it. We then apply our

reasoning to these things to see if we can also grasp the same things by

our reason. Grasping some issue by our reason often involves a process

of unfolding what is only suggested or hinted at in the Scriptures. Thus

philosophers may differ from each other in what they claim to have

grasped.

The great Christian thinkers of the early and high Middle Ages

applied the method of faith seeking understanding and came to the

conclusion that God is eternal in the sense of being atemporal or out-

side time.
2
 If God is atemporal, he is not in time at all. Usually there

are two aspects to such a claim. First, God exists but does not exist at

any time. Second, God does not experience things in succession. God

does not experience the birth of Caesar before he experiences the

making of a Caesar salad at the Yorkside Restaurant in New Haven.

Both of these events are experienced by God in the “eternal now.”

This position is similar to the one discussed about God’s relation to

space. God is not located at any point in time, and his relation to each

2
The word eternal was used by writers such as Augustine, Boethius, Anselm and Aquinas

to mean “outside time.” Now eternal is used to assert the limitless nature of God’s life. As

such, it can mean either temporally everlasting or atemporal. When I want to describe

God as being outside time, I use atemporal. When I wish to describe God as inside time,

I use everlasting.
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point in time is the same as his relation to any other.

Most philosophers today disagree. While agreeing that God is eternal,

they understand his eternality as his being temporally everlasting. He

exists at all times and through all times.
3
 God never began to exist, and

he will never go out of existence, but he is in time. God experiences

temporal succession. God experiences the birth of Caesar before he

experiences the making of the Caesar salad. God, on this view, exists at

all times. He exists at the present moment, he has existed at each past

moment, and he will exist at each future moment.

One approach to figuring out which of these positions is stronger is

to try to fit what we think about other aspects of God’s nature together

with a theory about God’s relation to time. What we want to say about

God’s power or knowledge or omnipresence will have some bearing on

our understanding of how it is that God is eternal. In addition, we will

try to fit our theories together with other issues besides what God him-

self is like. Some of the most obvious issues include the nature of time,

the nature of change and the creation of the universe.

There are a number of concerns that can arise when we try to fit our

thinking about these issues together. First, it may be that some of the

things we hold about the nature of God or of time or the universe con-

tradict what we want to say about his relation to time. Such a contradic-

tion would be reason enough to change our view of God’s attributes or

our view of how he is related to time. Second, it may be that some of

what we think is true about God or the world is better explained either

by the view that God is in time or by the view that he is outside time.

Five Important Issues

Let’s briefly consider five important issues that are relevant to thinking

about God and time. They are the nature of time, the creation of the uni-

verse, God’s knowledge of the future, God’s interaction with his people

and the fullness of God’s life.

The nature of time. There are many issues concerning the nature of

3
It is interesting that as recently as 1975 it was thought that the majority view was that God

is not in time. See Nicholas Wolterstorff, “God Everlasting,” in God and the Good: Essays

in Honor of Henry Stob, ed. Clifton J. Orlebeke and Lewis B. Smedes (Grand Rapids,

Mich.: Eerdmans, 1975), reprinted in Contemporary Philosophy of Religion, ed. Steven M.

Cahn and David Shatz (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), pp. 77-98, esp. p. 77.
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time that are both relevant to our topic and interesting in their own

right. The one on which I shall focus has to do with whether “the Now”

exists independently of our experience. There are two basic answers to

this question. Not surprisingly, they are yes and no. Those who answer

yes hold the A-theory of time (also known as the process or tensed the-

ory). Those who answer no, “the Now” is merely a feature of our expe-

rience of the world, hold what is called the B-theory of time (also called

the stasis theory or the tenseless theory). The labels “A-theory” and “B-

theory” were introduced by the Cambridge philosopher J. M. E. McTag-

gart in the early years of the twentieth century.
4
 Although they are not

very descriptive, they have become fairly standard ways of distinguish-

ing theories of time.

The B-theory holds that the most important thing about locating

events in time is their relation to other events. So something happens

before, after or at the same time as something else. The A-theory does

not deny that events stand in these relations, but it holds that the more

important thing about events is that some are in the past, some are in

the future and some are happening now. The B-theorist thinks that the

relations of past, present and future can be explained in terms of the

relations before, simultaneous with and after. The A-theorist denies that

these explanations are adequate. They are not adequate, it is argued,

because they leave out the reality of the Now.

What is the Now? The A-theorist says that the Now exists in a way

that the past and the future do not. The Now is a privileged temporal

location. The B-theorist holds that the Now is dependent on the psycho-

logical states of knowing minds. In other words, it is part of how we are

conscious of the world. If there were no minds, there would be no Now.

It is part of our subjective take on the world. Each moment of time,

according to the B-theory, is as real as any other moment.

Take some particular event, such as the event of a particular elephant

taking a drink of water 141 years ago. Most A-theorists will hold that this

event does not exist. It is not real. It did exist (141 years ago), but it no

4
J. M. E. McTaggart, The Nature of Existence, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 1927), chap. 33. The argument in this chapter appeared in an earlier version in the

journal Mind (17 [1908]: 457-74). The chapter is reprinted in The Philosophy of Time, ed.

Robin Le Poidevin and Murray MacBeath (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), pp. 23-

34.
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longer does.
5
 The B-theorist will believe that the event in question is

real. It does exist. It exists now even if it is not occurring now. It

occurred 141 years ago.

These theories are important to our topic because many philosophers

think that if the A-theory of time is true, then God must be a temporal

being. God can be atemporal only if the B-theory is true. Not every phi-

losopher thinks there is this connection between the atemporality of

God and the B-theory, but many, including some of our authors, do.

Why do some philosophers make this connection? There are two rea-

sons. First, they believe that, if the A-theory is true, God must change

(and therefore he must be temporal). Second, they also think that if the

A-theory is true, an atemporal God could not be omniscient. The claim

that God knows everything that can be known is a claim with strong

scriptural support.

God must change, it is held, because he stands in relation to a chang-

ing reality. For example, if God sustains a changing world in existence,

he sustains Caesar’s existence before he sustains the existence of the

Caesar salad. On the A-theory, the existence of Caesar is most funda-

mentally past. So God no longer sustains Caesar’s existence. Now he is

sustaining the existence of the Caesar salad. God is doing different

things at different times. He is changing.

If the A-theory is true, there is an irreducible fact about what is hap-

pening now. The fact is irreducible in that it cannot be fully explained in

terms of its relation to other events. Suppose my wife, Jeanie, is eating a

Caesar salad at Yorkside right now. That this fact is happening now can-

not be fully explained by saying things like “Jeanie eats the salad at the

same time that Greg types this sentence (or at the same time that you

read this sentence).” It is true that Jeanie eats the salad at the same time

that I type or that you read. What is not the case is that this sentence

explains fully what we mean by “Jeanie is now eating the Caesar salad at

Yorkside.” We can learn about all of the events that happen at the same

time that Jeanie eats the salad and still not know that it happens now.

If God is atemporal, his relation to each event is the same. He knows

them all in his eternal Now. How does he know which of them occurs

5
Garry DeWeese has reminded me that some A-theorists, such as Michael Tooley and him-

self, think that both the past and the present are real but the future is not.
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