Cosmological Argument

When asked how the universe arose, believers in God quickly respond that God created it.  They argue that His existence is the best explanation for the origin of everything else.  We call this the “cosmological argument.”  There are, in fact, only three possible explanations for the appearance of the universe: it always existed, it spontaneously arose from nothing, or it was created by a Higher Power or is a manifestation of His Being.
 

It is highly unlikely that the universe exists eternally.  Nothing that we observe in nature is totally self-sustaining or free from change.  Everything on planet Earth, for example, undergoes decay and deterioration.  Nothing lasts forever.  Even in space, we observe change.  Stars, for example, undergo a definite lifecycle, then expire and disappear.  According to our observations, nothing in the universe can sustain its own existence forever. 

Furthermore, according to modern scientific theory, the universe was formed by a “big bang,” which shows that not only individual elements of the universe had a beginning, but also the universe itself had a starting point.  Copan concludes, “Indeed, the big bang gives us very good reason for thinking that something independent of the universe brought it into existence.”
   

Some posit an “oscillating universe,” where, after the “big bang,” the universe collapses into a mass, explodes, and another cycle begins.  This theory, however, suffers from major difficulties.  First, this process cannot occur without a loss of energy, which would eventually cause the process to cease.  Second, the mass of the universe is insufficient to generate enough gravitational force to collapse its expanding mass.
  

According to the second option, the universe spontaneously appeared by itself.  This is also highly improbable.  It is hard to image that somehow the complex system of stars, planets and all they contain originated from nothing.  Nothing cannot become something, since “nothing” does not possess any positive qualities, including the ability to produce “something.”  Nothing remains “no-thing”.  Copen concurs, “If something begins to exist, then it must come from being, not nonbeing.  Something can’t come from nothing, since there is no potential for anything to begin existing.”
   

Critics respond that in quantum mechanics a photon of light, supposedly, can arise from nothing – the so-called “quantum ghost.”  However, it is likely that in this relatively new discipline of study, the origin of this phenomenon has not yet been discovered.  In addition, this phenomenon is observed only on the subatomic level.  It is hard to image that it can apply to the origin of the entire universe as well.
    

Thus, there remains only one logical explanation for the origin of the universe and all that it contains – to posit the existence of a Higher Power or Being, who either is able to create the universe, or manifests Himself in it.  
The origins of the cosmological argument trace back to antiquity, namely, to the philosophy of Aristotle.  In the Middle Ages, it found support from both Christians and Moslems.  A prominent adherent among the former was Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), and among the latter – Al-Kindi (801-873).  

The cosmological argument exists in three forms.  The first consists of the following propositions: (1) if something exists, then something caused it to exist, and (2) this process of causation cannot go on without a beginning.  Therefore, (3) there must exist a First Cause, who is uncaused.
  Kreeft concurs that only an uncaused being that has existence can give existence to other beings.
 

The English empiricist (and later skeptic) David Hume sharply criticized this variant of the cosmological argument.  According to his empirical worldview, we must confirm every real phenomenon empirically, that is, by sensory perception.  Yet, Hume noted that the principle of “cause and effect” did not pass the test of empirical verification, since someone may note how two events can occur sequentially, but he/she has no sensory perception of the causal connection between them.  Therefore, we cannot view the universe as a “consequence” that has a cause, namely a “First Cause,” that gave rise to its existence.
  Following Hume, atheists continue to appeal to an empirical worldview, as Sproul notes, “Twentieth-century atheism has followed largely along the same lines of restricting knowledge to the visible realm.  In both existential and analytical philosophy, there has been a wholesale abandonment of metaphysical inquiry.”
 

Yet, Hume’s objection is not insurmountable.  As we saw earlier, empiricism alone cannot function as a comprehensive system of knowledge.  It seems that an exclusive reliance on empiricism can severely limit our understanding of reality. 

Hume further objects that even if one could establish the principle of “cause and effect,” he/she can do so only by observing multiple instances of corresponding events.  The creation of the world, however, occurred only once.  Therefore, Hume concludes, we cannot posit its causation.  On the other hand, if we substantiate the principle of “cause and effect” by examining many examples, we can apply it to single occurrences as well, like the creation of the world.  Without question, one can conclude that the principle of causation has been well established in human experience.  

The cosmological argument’s second variant concerns the movement of bodies in the universe.  Here we propose that if something is in movement, then something else caused it to move.  Yet, that process must have a beginning.  Therefore, there exists a “Prime Mover,” whose movement is uncaused.  Thomas Aquinas qualified this argument by pointing out that animate beings, such as humans, have no need of external stimuli, but are able to propel themselves.  Nonetheless, one still has to explain the movement of inanimate objects.  Therefore, there still exists a need for a “Prime Mover.”
  

Several objections exist to this form of the cosmological argument.  First, the existence of a “Prime Mover” only forces the conclusion that such a Force or Being has sufficient power to launch the universe into motion.  It does not prove the existence of an almighty, all-knowing God.
  Second, this argument also fails to demonstrate God’s unity.  Maybe there are more than one “Prime Movers.”  Third, is it possible that, after creating the universe, this “Prime Mover” or “First Cause” exhausted all its energy and ceased to exist?
  

In response, believers in God simply point out that the goal of the cosmological argument is not to prove the existence of the God of any certain religion.  It simply seeks to demonstrate that a Higher Power(s) or Being(s) exists.  Who that Power or Being turns out to be is demonstrated by other, subsequent considerations.  Although the cosmological argument alone cannot prove a comprehensive description of God, nonetheless, we can reach certain conclusion about His nature based on it.  Geivett states, “This agent must have sufficient power, intelligence, and motive for bringing into existence a universe such as ours.”
  Kreeft adds that this agent must also be personal, since an impersonal object has no motive or impulse to create.

As far as this “Prime Mover” exhausting its power and ceasing to exist, it is highly unlikely that such a Being would commit “ontological suicide.”  The created universe would still need this Higher Being’s support, and so the latter would likely desire to continue to exists.  In addition, a Being with sufficient wisdom to create an impressively complex universe would know how to accomplish this without jeopardizing its own existence.  Also in refutation, Kreeft asserts that a Being, which exists outside of time, cannot cease to exist, because there is no point in “time,” when this could occur.
   

The third variant of the cosmological argument works off the idea of necessity.
  From our observations, there is no object in the universe that is absolutely necessary for the rest of the universe to exist.  We could remove any single element, like plants, animals, people, even our sun, and the universe would continue to function without them.  Therefore, there seems to be no “necessary” object or being, without whom the universe could not be.  How, then, did the universe ever appear?  Believers in God propose the existence of a “Necessary Being,” upon whom all else depends, and who exists beyond our scope of observation.  This “Necessary Being” they call God. 

Critics of this argument suggest that somewhere in our vast universe, this “necessary element” might exist, but we have not discovered it yet.  Yet, we recall that according to our present observations nothing in the universe has the quality of eternally sustaining its existence.  Therefore, the burden of proof lies with those who assume the existence of this “necessary element.”  More likely, such an “element” exists beyond the limits of the universe in a realm beyond human perception.  

We must address several final objections to the cosmological argument in general.  First, some explain the origins of the universe not by a “First Cause,” but by an infinite regress of causality.  In other words, every effect has a cause, which, in turn, has a cause, etc., and this process has no starting point.  Critics cite mathematics in support of this theory, where numbers and fractions go on to infinity.  

One answer to this challenge is the existence of mathematical principles themselves.  How did such a universal order arise that functions consistently with the laws of mathematics?  Who or what established these principles?  It must have a causal factor.  

The Islamic philosopher Al-Ghazali (1058-1111) advanced an interesting argument to refute the idea of an infinite regress of causation.
  He points out that without a starting point, history could not move forward to the present time.  If there is no starting point, then there can be no sequence (one event following another).  Thus, without the phenomenon of “sequence,” there can be no “history.”  However, if an Eternal Being, existing outside of time, created the universe, then from that initial moment history, and time itself, may begin.
  

Critics again object that if everything has a cause, then who caused God?
  One may respond that logical necessity demands the existence of an eternal Being who has no beginning.  This claim is much more plausible than to claim that impersonal matter, which has no means to support its own existence, exists eternally.  A personal Being, however, can possess such a quality. 

Finally, according to Kant’s epistemology, people have no direct contact with reality, but simply rely on the picture of reality presented by the mind.  If this is true, then the principle of causation, essential for the cosmological argument, may simply be a fiction of human imagination.
  On the other hand, earlier we discussed Kant’s skepticism and offered a convincing refutation of it.  Therefore, one need not be troubled by human subjectivity undermining the cosmological argument. 

In conclusion, Story gives the following excellent summary of the cosmological argument: 

Everything in the universe is contingent; it depends on something else for its existence.  A tree depends on minerals, water, and sunshine.  Canyons depend on erosion.  Living things depend on other living things from which they are born.  This implies that there must be a first cause – something from which all else springs…. While everything has a cause for its existence, God is self-existing.  He had no cause.  He has no justification for His existence because He always existed and is the source of everything else.
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