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INTRODUCTION 

 

One of the most popular arguments theists use to demonstrate God’s existence is the 

Cosmological Argument. Most people are aware that there is no single cosmological argument, 

but rather that the term refers to a type of argument. Nevertheless, one particular version has 

become so popular that one might be forgiven for thinking it synonymous with the term “the 

Cosmological Argument”: the Kalam Cosmological Argument (hereafter, KCA). It has become 

especially popular in recent years through the work of William Lane Craig and the recent 

advances in cosmology. As is well known, it runs as follows: 

 

1. That which comes into existence must have a cause; 

2. The universe came into existence; 

3. Therefore, the universe must have a cause. 

 

With the conclusion established, the next question usually asked is, “What is the nature of 

that cause?” Though there is no popular formulation for this second part as there is for the first, 

Christians usually offer something like the following: 

 

1. The universe is the complete set of things in the space-time continuum; 

2. The cause of a thing cannot be a part of the thing itself; 

3. Therefore, the cause of the universe cannot be a part of the space-time continuum. 

 

But since the space-time continuum describes all things that are physical and temporal, then such 

a cause must be non-physical and eternal. Further, it must be personal, since it apparently freely 

willed creation. For if this cause were determined, it would have to be determined by something 

else, meaning it would be caused. This would raise the question of what caused this cause. Yet if 

it is undetermined, it is free, and freedom is the mark of personal agency. Now if all this is true, 

what would one call a personal, eternal, transcendent cause of the universe but God? 

 The KCA, though, though strongly intuitive, is subject to intense debate. Corresponding 

to the two stages delineated above, first, some think that the argument does not establish the need 

for a cause of the universe; and second that, even if the need for a cause is granted, the KCA 

does not identify it with God. This essay will not attempt to offer a final resolution of either 

critique. Instead, it will focus on the first objection, since it turns out to provide much of the 

substance for the second and will argue that the KCA, though it overcomes the popular 

objections leveled against it, falls to a one more basic and more ancient. This failure, however, 

does not give one reason to reject the argument completely. Rather, a reformulation is offered 

that is actually stronger than the popular formation suggested above. 

 

 

TRADITIONAL OBJECTIONS 

 

The Major Premise 

 

The first stage is usually the major subject of debate. Proponents and opponents alike 

spend most of their time debating the two premises because they recognize that their validity 



determines not only the soundness of the first conclusion, but perhaps more importantly, the 

implications that may be extracted in the second stage. 

There are two basic lines of attack corresponding to the two premises.  The first premise 

is often challenged by restating it such that “Everything must have a cause,” which allows the 

objector to ask about God’s cause. This, of course, is why apologists insist on the phrasing 

offered above. Everything does not have a cause, but that which comes into existence has a 

cause. If God did not come into existence, then God would not need a cause. To this, it may be 

objected that the first premise implies that there two types of objects: those that come into 

existence and those that do not, but that the second set actually contains only one object: God, 

since no other thing is the type that does not come into existence. If this observation is valid, then 

it seems the first premise may be reduced to “Everything other than God has a cause.” But in that 

case, the argument as a whole is only trivially true, because it does not prove God exists, but 

only that the universe has some cause that may or may not be this uncaused God that may or may 

not exist. 

This line of attack does not seem promising. Even if the reduction is accepted, the first 

stage still seems to prove (on the grounds supposed so far) that the universe has a cause, which is 

all it seeks to do. Unless one simply assumes “the cause of the universe” is synonymous with 

“God,” which advocates of the Kalam do not (as the second stage shows), then the conclusion 

still has meaningful content. But one may object, rather, than the reduction simply defines God 

as being exempt—indeed, as the only thing allowed such an exemption!—from needing a cause, 

and therefore, the argument turns out to be circular in the end. But this objection fails for two 

reasons. First, the argument in neither the first nor second stage relies on God’s uncausedness as 

proof that He, and not something else, is the cause of the universe. Therefore, by definition, it is 

not circular. Second, the objection only has potential force on the verbiage of the reduction. But 

the reduction itself proves the objection false, because no one asserts that only God, by 

definition, is that which did not come into existence. Rather, the reduction of the set of all things 

that do not come into existence to God alone comes from a metaphysical analysis of the nature of 

things themselves. It turns out after such consideration that only God may be such a thing.
1
 

Therefore, the claim of circularity fails again because the metaphysical principle itself—that 

everything that comes into existence has a cause—is valid. If it turns out that the only thing that 

does not come into existence is God, then it would simply be that God is the only thing that does 

not need a cause, not that the principle is circular. 

Finally, one may object to the first premise on the Kantian/Humean grounds that it 

attempts to predicate to the extra-mental world what properly speaking only applies to the 

mental. In this view, causality may or may not be true, but insofar as people know it, it is only a 

psychological phenomenon. Causality itself is not observed. Event A is observed, followed by 

Event B, and given that this always seems to be the case, the mind establishes a psychological 

connection. It seems that whenever a person strikes their hands together, a clapping sound is 

produced. Therefore, the striking of the hands together causes the sound. Yet, it is pressed, it 

cannot be proven that such causality is true apart from the human experience, and thus, it may 

not be the case that everything that comes into existence has a cause at all. This objection cannot 

be handled in detail here, but suffice it to say that such if such skepticism seems extreme, if not 

                                                           
1
 Although this itself is hotly debated. Those who accepted the existence of the “Platonic 

menagerie” would assert that there are other necessary things that likewise did not come into 

existence, such as numbers or properties like being eternal. 



desperate, it is because it is. The only reason one would hold to such a conclusion is if one 

accepts other highly questionable metaphysical assumptions. 

 It seems, then, that the first premise is sound, and that attacks against the Kalam based on 

it are doomed to fail. 

 

The Minor Premise 

 

 The second line of attack is to reject the premise that the universe has a cause. This has 

been done in several ways. First, one may simply deny it. Historically, atheists have affirmed the 

eternality of the universe. “Big Bang cosmology” has made such a view difficult to maintain, but 

naturalistic ways of affirming an eternal universe are still offered. Some argue that science does 

not point to a true beginning, but rather simply to a point at which all mathematical models break 

down. Whatever happened before that point is simply unknown or unknowable. Others have 

presented various models that attempt to avoid a true beginning in one way or another, all of 

which, to date, have been shown to be scientifically flawed. The most popular answer is to 

suggest that the universe is, in fact, part of a larger multiverse, and that the multiverse itself 

eternal. Whether or not the multiverse could be eternal, it is worth noting that this objection is 

really no objection at all, for it accepts the premise. The universe does have a cause; it just isn’t 

God. But such an argument would properly be taken up in the second phase of the argument. 

 A more promising objection would be that it is simply incoherent to speak of the cause of 

the universe. There are three ways one could do so. First, one could argue that only things come 

into existence, but that the universe is not a thing. As such, the minor premise would be guilty of 

a category mistake. Suppose, for example, that a recruiter was giving a prospective student a tour 

of a college. He shows her the admissions and administrative offices, the library, various 

classrooms, the courtyard, etc. But what if at the end of the tour, the prospective student said, 

“These are amazing buildings, and the courtyard is beautiful. But can you show me the college 

now?” The question would not make sense, simply because the college is not a thing. It is a 

collection of things. The prospect (probably no longer a prospect) would be guilty of a category 

mistake. In the same way, if the universe is not a thing, but if only things come into existence, 

then the Kalam is guilty of a category mistake and is therefore invalid. 

 One may respond to this by pointing out that even collectives like colleges must come 

into existence, insofar as they come into existence as a set with the existence of their first 

member. Obviously, Harvard has not always existed. It came into existence at some point in 

time, and therefore, one is justified in seeking its cause. In the same way, one can properly speak 

of the universe coming into existence at the moment the first thing—whatever it was, even if it 

was only a single particle—came into existence. Whether or not things are added to or taken 

away from the set of things called “the universe” is irrelevant. Therefore, the challenge fails. 

 A second argument here would be to insist that the universe is by definition “everything 

that exists.” If so, then even God, if He existed, would need to be a part of the universe, and, by 

the Kalam, therefore need to have a cause. First, it should be noted that this is not truly an 

objection to the second premise, but rather, again, an argument as to the nature of the cause. But 

ignoring that difficulty, one may respond by pointing out that, on such a definition, a multiverse, 

should it exist, would be part of the universe. But that is clearly wrong, since the multiverse 

would be said to be the cause of this universe. In fact, the phrase “this universe” would prove 

redundant, since “this” would stand opposed to a potential “that.” But if the universe is 

everything that exists, there could be no “this” versus “that” universe. Clearly then, both the 



theist and atheist have in mind by the term “universe” not the set of everything that exists, but 

rather everything contained within the physical parameters of space and time as defined by 

modern cosmology. In that case, God, if He exists, would clearly not be part of the universe, and 

the universe would still need a cause. 

 Finally, the objector may insist that the second premise implies an implicit equivocation 

of the word “everything,” thus rendering the argument invalid. Consider the argument restated if 

the universe is defined as “Everything that exists” (or even “Everything that exists within the 

bounds of this space-time continuum”): 

 

1. Everything that comes into existence has a cause 

2. Everything that exists came into existence 

3. Therefore, everything that exists has a cause. 

 

Something is clearly wrong with this argument. The “everything” in the first premise is a general 

“everything” that actually means “anything.” It is a metaphysical principle for individual things. 

Yet the “everything” in the second premise is a collective “everything.” In other words, the word 

“everything” does not mean the same thing in the major premise as it does in the minor premise, 

and therefore, the argument is invalid. This evident by the fact that the conclusion can clearly be 

interpreted two ways: collectively or individually. If individually, it is only trivially true. 

Socrates, as an individual, had a cause. But this no one denies, and there is certainly no reason to 

suppose that God caused Socrates to come into existence. His parents, after all, make much more 

obvious candidates. On the other hand, it is not evident that it can be taken collectively, since it 

is not evident that collectives come into existence. But this objection to collectives can be 

responded to in the same way as above. The moment the first member of a set comes into 

existence, then the set itself comes into existence. Whether or not the set is subsequently 

expanded or reduced makes no difference. Thus, even here, the Kalam seems to be valid. 

 

 

A NEW (OLD?) PROBLEM 

 

 The above arguments and counterarguments represent the common debate, and it seems 

the Kalam does withstand the common objections. There is, however, a much older objection 

leveled not by atheists (though they did so as well), but even by some Christians themselves. Put 

simply, the problem is with the second premise. If the argument is to be accepted as true, then 

the second premise must be true, but how can one show, by reason alone, that the universe came 

into existence? Put differently, the premise that everything that comes into existence has a cause 

is necessarily true. The premise that the universe came into existence, however, is not. It may or 

may not be the case that the universe came into existence. That needs to be proved. It is 

important to note that even if it is true that the universe came into existence—and all Christians 

affirm it did—it is still not necessarily true. It is necessarily true, for instance, that all bachelors 

are unmarried men and that all triangles have three sides. Such things would be true even if there 

were no unmarried men or triangles. Because of the nature of things under discussion, one can 

know with certainty necessary truths. Thus, whether or not anything came into existence, it must 

necessarily be true that if anything came into existence, it has a cause. But it is not necessarily 

true that anything exists, much less than anything came into existence. 



 Thus, the second premise is qualitatively different from the first. One can demonstrate 

using only reason that everything that comes into existence must have a cause. One cannot 

demonstrate using only reason that the universe must come into existence. 

 But most proponents of the Kalam do not try to do so. They insist that science teaches 

that the universe came into existence. The Big Bang, for instance, requires a true beginning. 

Further, if the universe had existed forever, then it would have experienced heat death by now. 

Since it has not, the universe has a beginning. But the important point is that while such 

statements may be scientific facts, they are not metaphysical certainties. Future science may yet 

somehow demonstrate that the universe did not come into existence and that such scientific 

objections can be overcome. As such, the Kalam, as stated, is at best an argument from 

ignorance, and at worst is a subtle example of a God-of-the-Gaps type argument: scientists have 

not figured out yet what the universe was like before the Big Bang, so there must be something 

(God?) that created it! 

 To make this even clearer, the second premise can be more precisely restated in one of 

two ways: 

 

2a. The universe probably came into existence. 

A. Evidence from the Big Bang 

B. Evidence from the lack of heat death 

 

Or,  

 

2b. The universe necessarily came into existence. 

 

 If one adopts for the first version, then the conclusion is not, “Therefore, the universe has 

a cause.” The proper reconstruction would be: 

 

1. Everything that comes into existence has a cause 

2a. The universe probably came into existence. 

3a. Therefore, the universe probably has a cause. 

 

 This argument is valid, but it is obviously not a demonstration of God’s existence. This, it 

seems, is the underlying objection to most atheistic rejections of the Kalam. They perceive a 

difficulty with the second premise, but have formulated their objections incorrectly. They 

understand that it is theoretically possible for science to explain via a naturalistic interpretation 

alone the origins of the universe, or even that the universe is eternal. If so, then the argument as 

popularly stated would fail. They fail, however, to recognize that the problem is with the way the 

second premise is phrased. It is offered as a necessary, a priori truth, when it is actually a 

contingent, a posteriori truth, as 2a makes clear. 

 Apologists, however, may insist that, in fact, the second premise can be understood to be 

a necessary truth. They could argue, as some have, that any universe must by definition be the 

type of thing that comes into existence, otherwise inherent contradictions occur.  The argument 

here can be formalized as follows: 

 

1. An eternal universe would be actually infinite 

2. Any actual infinity entails absurdities 



3. Therefore, any eternal universe would entail absurdities. 

 

That which entails absurdities must be false, so it is argued that no universe can be eternal.  

The first premise of this argument seems obviously true. If the universe has always 

existed, then the total number of things that have existed is infinite. The second, however, needs 

to be proved. Two arguments in its favor will be considered.  

First, proponents of the Kalam argue if the universe was eternal, then it would have an 

infinite past, which is impossible. For then an infinite amount of time would have to be traversed 

to get to the present. But it is impossible to traverse infinity. Therefore, time cannot have an 

infinite past. This is the traditional argument, but it does not seem to succeed. As noted above, 

the universe is not a singular, but rather a collective. As such, the universe as a singular item 

does not need to traverse an infinite amount of time to get to the present. As a collective, it could 

simply be composed of an infinite number of individual past events. Since no one thinks that 

there is any particular being that has an infinite past existence (not even theists assert this about 

God), then the problem of traversing infinity is avoided. 

Further, all measurements of time are between two finite points. But there is no difficulty 

in suggesting that a finite thing can traverse a finite amount of time. Against this, one may 

suggest that an infinite past is not a finite point. But it is impossible to identify an infinite point 

in the infinite past. Any point identified is necessarily finite, and a being may begin its traversing 

from there. In short, this argument assumes that there must be a being that exists infinitely into 

the past, but there is no reason to make such an assumption. It is theoretically possible for the 

universe to have a beginningless past even if all of its members are temporally finite. 

Others point to the nature of actual infinities themselves and insist that they lead to 

absurd conclusions. “Hilbert’s Paradox” provides an example. Imagine a hotel with an infinite 

number of rooms, all of which are occupied. It would seem that such a hotel would have no 

vacancies. But suppose a new guest arrives and would like a room. The manager, a clever man, 

comes up with this solution: he will move the guest in room 1 to room 2, and the guest in room 2 

to room 3, and so on to infinity, thereby creating a vacant room. In fact, an even more bizarre 

scenario can be offered. Suppose that a bus carrying an infinite number of passengers arrives and 

all of its infinite passengers each want a room. How can the manager give an infinite number of 

guests each a room if all of his infinite rooms are occupied? Suppose he moved the person in 

room 1 to room 2, and then the person in room 2 to room 4; then take the person in room 3 and 

move them to room 4, and the person in room 4 to room 6; continue this to infinity, so that all 

odd room numbers will become available. Thus, an infinite number of rooms become available 

for an infinite number of potential guests. The point is that all of this seems self-contradictory. If 

there are an infinite number of guests in an infinite number of rooms, then it is impossible to 

accommodate any more, and yet, it seems that such solutions are possible. The conclusion, then, 

is that actual infinities are absurd, and that would seem to include an actually infinite past. 

Therefore, the universe must not have an infinite past, and therefore, must have come into 

existence, and therefore, must have a cause. 

 This argument is stronger than the traditional, but still fails for two reasons. First, at best, 

it proves that there cannot exist an infinite number of things simultaneously. It may be, however, 

that the universe is finite in its geometrical dimensions—that is, that at any time it contains a 

finite number of things—but infinite in its temporal regression. Second, the paradox above is, 

strictly speaking, not self-contradictory at all. It is, rather, strongly counter-intuitive. But the 

human mind was not designed to contemplate infinity. Nothing in the human experience is 



actually infinite, so it should not surprise anyone to find that claims about the infinite seem odd 

and even unfathomable. Quantum mechanics has proven that the universe beyond the level at 

which humans live and act is impossible to comprehend, strictly speaking. 

 As such, it seems arguments for 2b fail. It does not seem to be the case that the universe 

must necessarily have a cause, for there is nothing self-contradictory about the idea of an eternal 

or beginningless universe. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

If the above arguments are true, then it seems that the Kalam Cosmological Argument, as 

popularly stated, fails. Rather, it should be restated as follows: 

 

1. Everything that comes into existence has a cause 

2. The universe probably came into existence 

3. Therefore, the universe probably has a cause. 

 

Apologists may be unhappy with this recasting, as it falls short of a demonstration proper, 

but it seems to be the best the Kalam can offer. But there is, perhaps, reason to be hopeful about 

this restatement, for it makes very clear the nature of the argument. Atheists are fond of insisting 

that there is no evidence for God. Yet, on this version, the theist may insist that the second 

premise actually means, “All the evidence currently available points to the universe’s coming 

into existence.” As such, the theist can appropriate all of modern science in his cause. 

 This is no God-of-the-Gaps argument. It does not say (as the traditional version does), 

that God certainly exists, and He does so in the role of stepping in where science cannot. Rather, 

it says that all of the evidence currently available points to a certain state of affairs, and if that 

state of affairs is actually true, then it is reasonable to conclude that God really does exist. This 

forces the atheist to either deny the findings of modern science or to assume that the future will 

give him cause to reject the currently implied state of affairs, namely, that the universe came into 

existence. In other words, the atheist will be forced to argue that future science may in fact prove 

that the universe did not have a cause. But where is the evidence for that proposition? On this 

point, the theist is more than warranted in drawing his conclusion that the universe came into 

existence a finite time ago. The evidence is overwhelmingly in his favor. But what warrant does 

the atheist have for drawing the conclusion that future science will prove the universe did not 

come into existence? No such warrant seems available beyond a pre-existing commitment to 

atheism. Yet on those grounds, the atheist’s rejection is itself an example of circular reasoning. 

 The Kalam argument should not be rejected. It should be modified and stated so that it is 

grounded in its proper nature. It is not a metaphysical demonstration of God’s existence. It is, 

rather, an appeal to the most plausible interpretation of the evidence as we now have it. It must 

be admitted that future science may overturn that evidence, but, at present, there seems to be no 

reason for thinking that will happen. On the contrary, the theist is more than justified—he is 

compelled—to draw the conclusion that the universe came into existence, and with that, the 

secondary inferences as to the divine nature of that cause. So long as the restatement is not 

accepted, though, because of the fallacious nature of the minor premise, the Kalam Cosmological 

Argument will find itself grounded in a most unhappy way.  


