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Central claim
Showing that a physicist’s “nothing” contains laws, fields, or mathematical structure can correct a misleading label. It cannot, by
itself, refute the physicist’s model or favor theism. Those conclusions require independent causal, modal, agency, and comparative
premises. A dictionary objection is not a cosmological argument.
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The paper distinguishes four questions that the word “nothing” often compresses: what a speaker means, what a physical model
proposes, whether absolute absence is possible, and which worldview best explains reality. A sound answer to one question cannot
be silently promoted into an answer to the others.
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The two verdicts at the far right are proposed endpoints, not results. The central fracture marks the break in the inference, and the
arrows depict the attempted promotion of a semantic correction into those verdicts. Crossing that gap requires four independent
arguments: a causal rule, a modal premise, an inference to agency, and a comparison showing explanatory advantage. Without
those bridges, the arrows have no evidential force.
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Abstract

Popular cosmology and Christian apologetics often fight over the word “nothing.” A scientific
writer describes a quantum vacuum, a boundary condition, or a state without classical spacetime as
“nothing”; a critic replies that this alleged nothing contains fields, laws, possibilities, or mathematics
and therefore is really something. The reply may identify genuine rhetorical inflation. It is then
frequently made to do work it cannot do: the semantic correction is treated as a refutation of the
physical model, evidence that absolute absence preceded the universe, or support for a personal
creator.

This paper separates four questions that the argument compresses: semantic, physical, metaphys-
ical, and comparative-explanatory. It distinguishes model-relative physical absence from absolute
absence, while emphasizing that the latter is a limit concept rather than an observed initial condition.
It also corrects a common countercharge: traditional creation ex mihilo means creation without
pre-existing matter, not creation after an interval in which neither a deity nor anything else existed.
The resulting critique is therefore asymmetric in exactly the right way. Popular physicists may
overstate what their models explain, but apologists may not convert that overstatement into evidence
for a rival explanation.

Three formal results expose the illicit promotion. The fact that a physical state is not absolute
absence does not entail that a model using that state fails; the same fact does not entail a theistic
conclusion; and a semantic criticism warrants an apologetic conclusion only if independent bridge
premises are supplied. These results neither disprove theism nor establish any cosmological model.
They block a dictionary ambush and return the debate to the causal, modal, agency, and comparative
premises on which it actually depends.

Keywords: nothingness; cosmology; equivocation; creation ex nihilo; quantum cosmology; apologetics;
philosophy of religion

1 A Dictionary Ambush Disguised as Cosmology

“A universe from nothing” is irresistible publicity. It promises the largest possible explanatory achieve-
ment in four words. Yet the promise depends on an ordinary reader hearing nothing in its strongest
sense: no matter, energy, space, time, field, law, structure, possibility, or explanatory ground. A
physicist may instead be discussing a vacuum state, a model without a classical spacetime boundary, or
the absence of ordinary particles. The title then invites one meaning while the analysis delivers another.

Criticism at this point is warranted. David Albert’s review of Lawrence Krauss pressed exactly that
objection: the physical resources in the proposed account are not absolute absence (Krauss 2012; Albert
2012). Frank Close likewise shows how the word ranges across mathematical, physical, and philosophical
settings (Close 2009). The correction is simple and useful: a quantum vacuum is not the absence of
everything, and a mathematically specified boundary condition is not a blank beyond all structure.

The apologetic abuse begins one sentence later. A valid correction is promoted into a verdict: because
the scientific “nothing” is physically structured, science has failed; because science has failed, the
universe still needs an external cause; because it needs an external cause, a personal creator is favored.
The first step concerns wording. The last concerns the comparative explanation of reality. Treating the
former as though it delivered the latter is not philosophical rigor. It is a dictionary ambush.

This paper defends a narrow but forceful thesis. Showing that a scientific use of “nothing” is not
absolute absence can reveal semantic carelessness, but it does not entail that the scientific model is
false, that absolute absence was ever actual, or that theism gains probability. Each stronger conclusion
needs additional premises. The causal premise must say why the relevant physical beginning requires
an external cause. The modal premise must say which alternatives are genuinely possible. The agency
premise must say why a personal source is indicated. The comparative premise must say why the
theistic proposal explains more, or better, than its rivals. None is contained in the definition of nothing.
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The point is not that cosmologists may say whatever attracts an audience. Popularizers who borrow
the metaphysical sense to dramatize a technical model should be corrected. Nor is the point that a
theistic explanation is impossible. A sophisticated cosmological argument may defend independent
metaphysical principles and reach a theistic conclusion. The target is the shortcut: the attempt to
make an imprecise word do the work of those arguments.

The semantic-ceiling principle

A correction about what a technical term means can establish that a description is inaccurate
or misleading. Without independent premises, its evidential reach stops there. It does not
determine whether the described model is physically successful, whether absolute absence is
possible, or which worldview best explains existence.

2 Four Questions Hidden Inside “Nothing”

Disputes about nothingness become manageable when the jobs are separated. At least four questions
recur, and each has its own evidence and standards.

Table 1: Four questions often compressed into one word

Question What is being asked? Relevant evidence Typical mistake

Semantic What does “nothing” mean Usage, definitions, context, Treating the strongest
in this sentence and and the contrast class. dictionary sense as
audience? compulsory in every

technical context.

Physical What states, laws, variables, Mathematics, observations, Rejecting a model because
and transitions does a model physical interpretation, and  its public label is imprecise.
represent? rival models.

Metaphysical Is absolute absence possible, Modal and metaphysical Treating absolute absence
necessary, unstable, or argument. as an observed or neutral
explanatorily prior? starting condition.

Comparative Does a naturalistic or Independent causal, modal, Counting a defect in one

theistic account explain
reality better?

agency, and explanatory
premises.

presentation as positive
evidence for a rival.

The semantic question is local. A speaker can use nothing to mean “nothing in the refrigerator,

7w

detectable particles,

” “no

no classical spacetime,” or “no entities whatsoever.” Ordinary language routinely

supplies the relevant domain. “There is nothing on the table” does not deny the table, the room, or the
laws of physics. Technical communities narrow familiar words in the same way. Work, information,
random, and vacuum acquire specialized meanings without becoming fraudulent.

Context sensitivity does not excuse bait-and-switching. If a popular title invites the strongest
metaphysical reading and later relies on a technical one, the presentation deserves criticism. But the
proper remedy is to restate the claim accurately. A model may concern a universe without classical
spacetime, ordinary particles, or a prior classical phase. Once restated, it must be evaluated as that
model, not as a failed attempt to represent absolute absence.

The physical question is therefore not “Is the initial condition really nothing?” It is “What does
the model contain, how is the proposed boundary or transition represented, and what empirical or
theoretical work does it perform?” Hartle and Hawking’s no-boundary proposal and Vilenkin’s tunneling
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proposals are mathematical approaches to quantum cosmology, not reports that scientists observed
absolute absence producing a universe (Hartle and Hawking 1983; Vilenkin 1982; Vilenkin 1984).
Their evocative language does not eliminate the equations, assumptions, interpretive disputes, or open
evidential questions. Conversely, correcting that language does not evaluate those features.

The metaphysical question asks about absolute absence: whether it is genuinely possible, what it
would mean for no concrete or abstract reality to obtain, and whether “Why is there something rather
than nothing?” has a coherent contrast class. Philosophers disagree about those matters (Inwagen 1996;
Sorensen 2022). What is crucial here is that no telescope, accelerator, or cosmological data set presents
absolute absence as a measured earlier state. It is a philosophical limit concept. Treating it as the
default starting point quietly converts a controversial modal premise into common sense.

The comparative question asks whether a theistic creator, a naturalistic ontology, a necessary
foundation, a brute fact, or some other account better explains why reality exists. That is the largest
question and the least likely to be settled by vocabulary. It requires criteria of simplicity, scope, necessity,
causal intelligibility, and independent support. A criticism of one book title may motivate the discussion.
It cannot settle it.

3 Two Absences, Neither of Them a Free Conclusion

Let N, denote model-relative physical absence: the absence of specified physical items within a stated
model. Depending on the model, it may mean no particles, no classical matter, no classical spacetime,
or no earlier classical phase. It does not mean the absence of the model’s mathematical structure,
physical possibilities, or interpretive framework.

Let N, denote absolute absence: no concrete entities, fields, spacetime, laws, causes, dispositions,
or physical structure. Some accounts also exclude abstract objects and modal truths, though that
stronger definition raises further questions about whether the definition itself can be stated without
presupposing logical or modal structure (Sorensen 2022). This paper need not decide the most austere
coherent definition. Every plausible version is stronger than the scientific states at issue.

The distinction yields two corrections, one for each side. Scientific popularizers should not advertise
N, as though it were N,. Apologists should not treat the inequality N, # N, as though it refuted a
model whose actual input is V,. The corrections are related but not equivalent. One governs description;
the other governs inference.

Suppose an engineer advertises a “frictionless” model. A critic correctly notes that no laboratory
surface is literally without every dissipative effect. That semantic and idealizing point does not show
the equations are useless. The model succeeds or fails according to how the idealization functions, what
it predicts, and whether neglected effects matter. Likewise, a cosmological state can be “empty” relative
to particles or classical geometry without being absolute absence. Calling it absolute nothing may be
bad publicity. Calling it model-relative absence may leave a serious scientific proposal intact.

Absolute absence offers no automatic advantage to the critic. If N, has no time, laws, tendencies,
probabilities, or causal powers, then it is not an earlier physical state waiting to evolve. Phrases such as
“before the universe there was absolute nothing” are not innocent descriptions; they add temporal and
modal structure to what was defined as lacking it. A critic may argue that contingent reality requires a
necessary explanation. But that is a substantive metaphysical argument, not a datum supplied by the
word “nothing.”

Adolf Griinbaum objected that the expectation of nothingness can be treated as though nonbeing
were the natural state from which existence needs special permission (Griinbaum 2004). One need not
accept his broader critique of theistic cosmology to retain this warning. There is no neutral probability
distribution over “something” and “nothing” from which absolute absence emerges as the favored
baseline. Assigning it that role requires defense.
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No default from a definition

Defining absolute absence does not show that it is possible, that it once obtained, that it
is more natural than existence, or that any existing reality must have crossed a boundary
from it. These are separate modal and explanatory claims.

4 When Ambiguity Becomes Equivocation

Ambiguity is not automatically a fallacy. A word can have multiple meanings, and a writer can clarify
which one is intended. Equivocation occurs when an argument changes meanings while presenting
the result as though one stable meaning had been used throughout. The popular nothingness dispute
supports two opposing equivocations.

The promotional equivocation begins with a metaphysical promise and ends with a physical model:

1. “Nothing” is heard as absolute absence, N,.
2. The scientific proposal represents a model-relative state, IN,.
3. The explanatory success of the model is advertised as an explanation of emergence from Nj.

This promotion overstates the model. Krauss’s title is an obvious public example, and Albert’s
response was right to resist the slide (Krauss 2012; Albert 2012). Even if every physical detail were
sound, a model with fields, laws, quantum states, or mathematical structure would not thereby explain
why there is anything at all in the maximally unrestricted metaphysical sense.

The apologetic equivocation reverses direction:

1. “Nothing” is stipulated to mean only absolute absence, N,.
2. A scientific proposal is criticized because it contains IV, not Nj.

3. The failure to explain emergence from N, is treated as failure of the proposal about NN, then as
support for theism.

This demotion understates the model and overstates the rival. A scientific model can fail to answer
the ultimate metaphysical question while succeeding at a narrower physical task. Most explanations
stop somewhere. A chemist may explain combustion without explaining why laws exist; a historian
may explain a revolution without explaining why there is a universe containing historians. The fact
that an account is not ultimate does not make it false at its intended level.

The two equivocations should not be collapsed into “both sides are equally wrong.” Their errors differ.
The popularizer inflates the scope of a model. The apologist converts that inflation into a positive
worldview inference. The first invites a semantic correction. The second commits an inferential error
unless the missing premises are supplied. Accuracy requires criticizing each at the level where it occurs.

Table 2: The two directional slides

Slide Starting point Illicit promotion Proper correction
Popular-science A structured physical state  Described as an answer to Narrow the claim to what
inflation or boundary, N,. why reality exists rather the model represents and

than absolutely nothing. supports.
Apologetic The true observation that Treated as refutation of the Supply separate
weaponization Np # N,g. model and evidence for a model-specific and
theistic creator. worldview-level premises.
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5 What Cosmological Models Do—and Do Not—Claim

Quantum cosmology is often discussed through metaphors because its mathematics and interpretation
are difficult. Hartle and Hawking proposed a wave function of the universe using a path-integral
approach in which the classical notion of an initial singular boundary is transformed (Hartle and
Hawking 1983). Vilenkin developed tunneling proposals using quantum-cosmological formalisms and
used “nothing” for a condition without classical space and time (Vilenkin 1982; Vilenkin 1984). These
are not interchangeable models, and neither should be summarized as the observed production of a
universe by literal nonbeing.

The difference between “no classical spacetime” and “nothing whatsoever” matters. A quantum-
cosmological proposal includes a formal space of possibilities, a wave function or related mathematical
object, dynamical principles or boundary prescriptions, and interpretive assumptions. Even when
classical time is absent from part of the description, the proposal is not an empty page. Its explanatory
target is normally the form or boundary behavior of a cosmos within a physical theory, not the existence
of every law, possibility, or mathematical truth.

That limitation is not a scandal. Physical inquiry characteristically works with structure. Asking
physics to model the absence of all modelable structure is like asking geometry to draw a diagram of the
absence of every spatial relation. The request may express a genuine metaphysical puzzle, but it does
not specify a physical research problem. Chris Smeenk emphasizes that cosmology raises distinctive
questions about evidence, initial conditions, and the extrapolation of theories to the universe as a whole
(Smeenk 2013). Those questions are difficult enough without pretending that a lexical dispute has
answered them.

Nor should modesty become automatic deference. Quantum cosmological models face problems of
interpretation, measure, testability, and underdetermination. A no-boundary or tunneling model can be
criticized on mathematical, physical, or explanatory grounds. The present thesis grants all of that. It
says only that “your nothing is something” is not one of those model-specific criticisms. It identifies
the type of starting condition. It does not show that the equations are inconsistent, the observations
conflict, the probability assignments fail, or a rival model performs better.

Sean Carroll’s broader naturalistic picture illustrates a related distinction. A complete naturalistic
worldview would need more than a successful local model; it would need a credible account of laws,
ontology, explanation, and the status of apparent contingency (Carroll 2016). But the incompleteness
of such a worldview does not confer truth on a theistic alternative. Comparative evaluation cannot
be performed by subtracting points from one side and automatically depositing them into the other’s
account.

This is why the phrase “science cannot explain absolute nothing” is simultaneously plausible and
rhetorically misleading. It is plausible because absolute absence contains no physical structure for a
physical model to represent. It is misleading when it suggests that physics attempted a well-defined
empirical task and failed, or that another account has thereby completed it. A category boundary is
being narrated as a failed experiment.

6 Creation Ex Nihilo Is Not a Prior Empty State

A fair critique must not repeat the mistake it condemns. Some skeptical responses say: if “from nothing,
nothing comes,” then creation ex nihilo violates the same principle because a deity somehow produces
reality from absolute absence. That formulation is too loose. In classical Christian theology, creation
ex nthilo ordinarily means creation without pre-existing matter. It denies that the creator shaped an
independent material stock; it does not mean that absolute absence existed before creation, since the
creator is held to exist (Copan and Craig 2004).
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The correction matters for three reasons. First, it prevents a straw man. A theist need not claim
that N, caused the universe or that the deity emerged from N,. The proposed starting ontology already
contains a creator. Second, it reveals the real disagreement. The contrast is not “universe from absolute
nothing” versus “universe from absolute nothing plus a miracle.” It is a structured physical account
versus an agency-centered metaphysical account, each with very different explanatory commitments.
Third, it makes the burden on theism clearer rather than weaker. Once the creator is acknowledged
as substantive ontology, the proposal must be evaluated for independent support, coherence, causal
intelligibility, and comparative advantage.

The statement “a deity created without pre-existing matter” is therefore not self-refuting merely
because there was not prior matter. But neither is it supported by showing that a quantum vacuum
contains physical structure. The two claims operate on different axes. One identifies the dependence
of matter on a proposed agent. The other identifies the contents of a physical state. Moving between
them still requires argument.

William Lane Craig’s cosmological work supplies a stronger target than the dictionary ambush.
His case combines a beginning premise, a causal principle, arguments against an actual infinite or
beginningless regress, and an inference to a timeless, spaceless, immaterial, powerful, and personal
cause (Craig 1999; Craig 2021). One may dispute those premises and inferences, as Wes Morriston and
Graham Oppy do in different ways (Morriston 2000; Oppy 2006). Yet their presence shows what a
serious theistic argument must attempt. The word “nothing” does not replace them.

This distinction also blocks an unfair symmetry. Both physics and theology may use specialized
concepts, but technical vocabulary is not the issue. The question is whether the concepts are clearly
defined and whether the inference from them is warranted. A physicist may specify a boundary condition;
a theologian may specify aseity or agent causation. Each account should be judged by its explanatory
work, not by whether its terms match ordinary usage. Neither receives a free pass merely for renaming
the starting point.

The corrected contest

The scientifically relevant proposal is not “absolute absence creates.” The classical theistic
proposal is not “absolute absence creates” either. One invokes model-relative physical
structure; the other invokes a creator without pre-existing matter. The contest concerns
which substantive ontology and explanatory principles are warranted.

7 The Missing Bridges Carry the Argument

Once the semantic dust settles, the apologetic conclusion depends on at least four bridge premises.
These bridges may be defensible. The point is that they are independent claims and must be defended
as such.
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Table 3: Independent bridges required by the apologetic promotion

Why semantics cannot

Bridge What it must establish . Live question
establish it

Causal The relevant cosmic A definition reports Does the causal principle
beginning or dependence contents or usage, not apply where ordinary time
requires a cause beyond the causal necessity. and physical causation may
modeled physical structure. not?

Modal Absolute absence, Distinguishing concepts Why expect nothingness
contingency, or some does not assign possibility,  rather than some necessary
relevant alternative is necessity, or probability. or brute reality?
genuinely possible and
explanatory.

Agency The required explanation is  “Not this physical state” What selects agency over an
best understood as personal does not specify an agent. impersonal ground, law, or
or purposive. unexplained terminus?

Comparative A specified theistic account A defect in one label Does the proposal add

explains better than
naturalistic and non-theistic

supplies no likelihood ratio
among worldviews.

scope and coherence
without greater unexplained

rivals. complexity?

7.1 The causal bridge

The causal bridge is not merely “nothing comes from nothing.” Once both sides have been described
accurately, neither begins with N,. The relevant premise must instead say that a universe, physical
totality, or contingent reality cannot originate or obtain without a cause beyond the physical structure
being modeled. That is a substantive extension of causal reasoning.

Everyday causal judgments occur within an already existing order: objects change, agents act, fields
interact, and events follow others in time. Applying a causal principle to the beginning or totality of
spacetime is not obviously illegitimate, but it is not a routine instance either. The scope of the principle
must be argued. If the conclusion concerns sustaining dependence rather than a first temporal event,
the relation must be explained accordingly. Morriston’s critique shows how much work remains between
a cosmic beginning and a personal cause (Morriston 2000).

7.2 The modal bridge

The modal bridge concerns what could or must exist. The question “Why is there something rather
than nothing?” can suggest that absolute absence was the default possibility and that actuality requires
a departure from it. But intelligibility is not probability. We can form a phrase without knowing
whether it describes a metaphysically possible condition. Conversely, even if N, is possible, no agreed
measure makes it more antecedently likely than some reality.

Peter van Inwagen’s treatment illustrates the difficulty of assigning probabilities across possible
worlds and asking why any concrete beings exist (Inwagen 1996). Roy Sorensen catalogs the conceptual
puzzles generated by negation, empty domains, and the attempted explanation of nothingness (Sorensen
2022). These discussions do not settle the issue against theism. They show why the modal burden
cannot be discharged by insisting on a preferred dictionary definition.

7.3 The agency bridge

Even if reality requires an external or non-physical explanation, agency does not follow by elimination.
The argument must establish why the source has intentions, knowledge, freedom, or purposive selection.
Craig argues that a personal cause can exist timelessly and initiate a temporal effect, thereby explaining
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how an eternal cause has a finite-age effect (Craig 1999). Critics question whether this model is coherent,
sufficiently explained, or uniquely personal (Morriston 2000; Oppy 2006). That debate cannot be settled
by observing that a vacuum is not absolute nothing.

The point generalizes. “Physics has not explained X” does not entail “an agent explains X.” It may
indicate an incomplete physical theory, a metaphysical ground, a brute fact, an ill-posed demand, or a
genuine agent. Selecting among these requires discriminatory reasons. Otherwise, agency is simply the
preferred label for the remaining gap.

7.4 The comparative bridge

An explanatory contest cannot be won merely because a rival has unanswered questions. A proposed
creator also raises questions: what content the creator concept has, why such a being exists, how agency
operates without time or physical process, why this effect occurs, and whether the proposal predicts
or unifies anything unavailable to alternatives. A theist may answer with necessity, aseity, simplicity,
intentional explanation, or a broader cumulative case. Those answers deserve assessment. They are not
entailed by the shortcomings of a popular science book.

Graham Oppy’s comparative approach is useful here even for readers who reject his conclusions:
worldviews should be evaluated as packages rather than by demanding an ultimate explanation from
one while permitting unexplained primitives in another (Oppy 2006). Griinbaum’s critique similarly
warns against assigning explanatory privilege through loaded questions (Griinbaum 2004). The proper
comparison asks what each view posits, what it explains, what it leaves unexplained, and what
independent evidence supports its commitments.

8 Why “Your Nothing Is Something” Has Little Evidential Force

The slogan feels powerful because it combines a true premise with an unspoken transfer of burden. The
true premise is that the proposed physical state is not absolute absence. The transfer occurs when the
listener is invited to infer that the scientific model has therefore explained nothing important, while a
theistic alternative has somehow explained more.

But explanatory scope is not all-or-nothing. A model may explain why a classical cosmic phase has
certain large-scale features while leaving the laws and quantum state unexplained. That is a partial
explanation. A theistic account may explain existence through intentional choice while leaving the
nature, necessity, and action of the creator unexplained. That too may be partial. Calling one stopping
point “something” and the other “necessary being” does not compare them. It merely labels their
termini differently.

The slogan also trades on a picture of explanatory conservation: if science loses credit, theism gains
the same amount. Evidence does not work that way. Suppose an experiment disconfirms one naturalistic
model. The result may favor another naturalistic model, a theistic model, an unknown alternative, or
no available model, depending on their likelihoods. The failure of one proposal is positive evidence for
a rival only when the rival made the result more expected and the comparison is specified.

Nothingness arguments rarely provide that comparison. They move from “this state contains
structure” to “therefore a creator” without showing how the creator hypothesis predicts that structure,
why it is more likely under theism, or why rival foundations are excluded. The gap is covered with
rhetorical contrast: structured physics is portrayed as counterfeit nothingness, while the proposed agent
is treated as explanation by definition.

This is especially striking when popular-science overstatement is used as evidence. Marketing language
is selected for drama, not as a careful statement of a likelihood relation among worldviews. Correcting
it improves public understanding. It does not change the physical data. If the evidence before and after
the correction is identical, the worldview conclusion cannot legitimately rest on the correction alone.
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No automatic transfer of explanatory credit

When one account is incomplete, its missing explanation remains missing. The deficit does
not become evidence for a rival unless that rival independently predicts, unifies, or clarifies
the relevant facts better than the alternatives.

9 Five Strong Objections

9.1 Objection 1: The ordinary meaning is the only honest meaning

One might argue that “nothing” simply means no thing whatsoever. Physicists who use it for a vacuum
or boundary condition are changing the subject, and exposing that change is already fatal to their
claim.

The objection is partly right about public communication and wrong about technical language. A
popularizer should not invite an unrestricted reading while quietly relying on a restricted one. Yet
words regularly take domain-relative meanings. “Nothing was detected” means nothing within the
instrument’s sensitivity and target class. “The account has zero balance” does not mean the banking
system ceased to exist. The honest requirement is not one compulsory meaning but an explicit contrast
class.

Once the claim is restated—*"a classical universe arises according to model M without a prior classical
spacetime or ordinary matter”—the semantic objection has done its work. Whether the model succeeds
is then a physical question. Repeating that the starting point is “really something” adds no criticism of
its mathematics or evidence.

9.2 Objection 2: If the laws remain, the ultimate question is untouched

Correct. A model that presupposes laws, a quantum state, a possibility space, or mathematics does not
explain why every such structure exists. Krauss’s presentation invites criticism precisely because it
blurs this limitation (Krauss 2012; Albert 2012). But an untouched ultimate question is not a refuted
partial answer.

The distinction between an ultimate and a local explanation applies everywhere. Evolutionary theory
does not explain why there are laws capable of supporting evolution; it may still explain biological
diversity. A theory of memory does not explain why consciousness exists at all; it may still explain a
pattern of recall. Demanding that a cosmological model answer the ultimate question before it can
answer any physical question imposes a standard no inquiry meets.

The theist may reasonably pursue the ultimate question. The resulting argument must then compare
ultimate explanations, including their stopping points. “The laws remain unexplained” identifies a task.
It does not announce which answer wins.

9.3 Objection 3: A beginning obviously requires a cause

The causal intuition is strong, and many cosmological arguments rely on it. Yet the conclusion needed
here is not the modest claim that ordinary beginnings within spacetime have causes. It concerns the
origin or dependence of spacetime, perhaps under conditions where ordinary temporal causation does
not apply. Extending the principle may be reasonable, but it requires defense.

Moreover, a causal principle alone does not specify a personal, unique, morally perfect, or religiously
identifiable source. Additional arguments are needed for each enrichment. Craig’s more developed case
acknowledges this by arguing from the nature of a timeless cause to agency (Craig 1999). Morriston
disputes the move (Morriston 2000). The existence of that dispute is enough to show that the semantic
observation N, # N, is not doing the causal or personalizing work.

10
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9.4 Objection 4: The theistic explanation terminates in a necessary reality

Perhaps physical models remain contingent, while a creator is metaphysically necessary and therefore
needs no further explanation. If necessity can be established, it may provide a principled stopping point.
But calling a reality necessary does not establish its necessity. The modal status must be argued, and
alternatives—mnecessary laws, structures, initial conditions, or other foundations—must be compared.

The question is not whether every explanation must continue forever. All theories may terminate
somewhere. The question is whether the stopping rule is independently motivated and symmetrically
applied. If the creator may be necessary while every physical foundation is presumed contingent, the
difference needs an argument beyond their labels. Otherwise, the asymmetry is built into the vocabulary
and rediscovered as a conclusion.

9.5 Objection 5: The critique attacks weak popular apologetics, not the strongest case

The critique is deliberately targeted. It does not claim that every cosmological argument is a lexical
fallacy. Copan and Craig defend creation ex nihilo through biblical, philosophical, and scientific
considerations, not merely by insisting that a vacuum is something (Copan and Craig 2004). Craig’s
scholarly formulations also use premises far richer than the slogan (Craig 1999; Craig 2021). Those
arguments survive the present semantic critique as arguments to be evaluated.

But the dictionary ambush is neither imaginary nor harmless. It appears in popular apologetic
presentations because it offers the impression of a decisive victory at minimal cost. Audiences are
shown that a quantum vacuum is not absolute absence and are encouraged to treat theism as the
remaining option. The fact that stronger arguments exist does not validate this weaker inference. It
makes the weakness less excusable: if the real case depends on causal, modal, and personal premises,
those premises should be presented rather than hidden behind a word game.

10 A Symmetric Protocol for Responsible Debate

The solution is not to ban the word “nothing.” It is to make every participant state the domain, target,
and inference. The following protocol imposes the same discipline on scientific and theological claims.

Table 4: A symmetric audit for nothingness claims

Step Question Scientific claimant must state Theistic claimant must state

1 What is absent? Particles, matter, classical Pre-existing matter, any created
spacetime, a prior phase, or order, or absolute absence.
something else.

2 What remains? Laws, states, mathematics, fields, A creator, powers, intentions,
boundary rules, or a possibility modal status, and causal
space. principles.

3 What is the target? A physical transition, boundary, Temporal origin, sustaining
history, or ultimate explanation. dependence, contingency, purpose,

or ultimate explanation.

4 What supports the claim? Equations, observations, Causal and modal arguments,
theoretical virtues, and evidence for agency, and
alternatives. comparative virtues.

5 What is not claimed? Which metaphysical questions the =~ Which physical mechanisms and
model leaves open. doctrinal conclusions do not yet

follow.

6 What would count against it? Failed predictions, inconsistency, Defeated premises, incoherence,

poor fit, or a superior model.

low comparative fit, or a better
explanation.

11
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The protocol removes two common privileges. Scientific rhetoric may not claim an ultimate meta-
physical solution merely because a formal model has no classical predecessor. Apologetic rhetoric may
not claim an ultimate theological solution merely because the model’s “nothing” is structured. Both
must disclose what remains in their ontology and what their evidence actually supports.

It also improves disagreement. Once “nothing” is replaced with a specific state or absence, participants
can locate the real dispute. They may disagree about whether quantum cosmology is empirically
meaningful, whether causal principles extend beyond spacetime, whether absolute absence is possible,
whether agent causation is coherent, or whether a necessary creator is simpler than a necessary structure.
These disagreements are difficult, but at least they are arguments rather than verbal traps.

The protocol is intentionally compatible with modest conclusions. A physicist may say, “This model
removes the need for a prior classical spacetime but does not explain why the laws or quantum framework
exist.” A theist may say, “This argument proposes a necessary personal ground, but its agency and
necessity require further defense.” Such qualifications do not weaken serious inquiry. They prevent the
audience from mistaking an unexplained remainder for a solved problem.

11 Conclusion

A definition cannot carry the argument. The word “nothing” is useful precisely because it is
flexible. It marks absence relative to a context. Trouble begins when that flexibility is hidden and
then exploited. Popular cosmology sometimes borrows the metaphysical force of absolute absence while
presenting a structured physical model. Christian apologetics sometimes catches that overstatement
and then commits a larger one: the semantic correction is treated as though it discredited cosmology or
favored a creator.

The right verdict is sharper than “both sides should define their terms.” Definition is only the first step.
Once model-relative physical absence is distinguished from absolute absence, the apologetic shortcut
collapses. The inequality N, # N, says nothing by itself about whether a model is mathematically
coherent, empirically adequate, metaphysically complete, or inferior to theism. It certainly does not
establish the causal, modal, agency, and comparative premises needed for a worldview conclusion.

Traditional creation ex nihilo should also be represented accurately. It means creation without
pre-existing matter, not a temporal transition in which absolute absence performs causal work. That
correction removes a cheap skeptical reply. It simultaneously reveals the genuine contest: a physical
proposal and a theistic proposal each contain substantive structure, and each must justify its own
explanatory terminus.

Nothing in this argument disproves theism, rules out a personal cause, establishes naturalism, or
shows that physics has answered why anything exists. The conclusion is narrower and damaging enough.
Exposing careless language may win a semantic point. It does not win cosmology, metaphysics, or
theology. A dictionary cannot supply the missing bridges, and an audience should not be encouraged to
mistake the ambush for an argument.

A Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

This appendix states the central reasoning in ordinary language and then in compact symbolic form.
The symbols are deliberately modest: they track which conclusions do not follow from the semantic
correction alone. They are not a mathematical model of cosmology.

A.1 Ordinary-language reconstruction

1. A model-relative physical absence, such as no particles or no classical spacetime, is not absolute
absence.

12
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2.

7.

A scientific model may propose that a universe or classical cosmic phase is permitted by a specified
model containing that model-relative state.

Showing that the starting state is not absolute absence corrects any claim that the model describes
emergence from absolute absence.

. That correction supplies no result about the model’s equations, evidence, consistency, or comparison

with rival physical models.

. The correction also supplies no causal principle, modal claim, agency inference, or comparison

favoring theism.

Therefore, the semantic correction alone entails neither the failure of the physical model nor a
theistic conclusion.

Either stronger conclusion requires independent bridge premises relevant to that conclusion.

This reconstruction does not assume that the model succeeds. It says that a particular criticism
is insufficient to show that it fails. It also does not assume that theism is false. It says that theism
receives no support merely from discovering that a physical “nothing” contains structure.

A.2 Symbols

Let:

N,: model-relative physical absence, such as no particles or no classical spacetime;
N,: absolute absence: no entities, fields, spacetime, laws, or physical structure;
M: a specified physical model;

U: a universe or classical cosmic phase;

From(N,, U): U originates from absolute absence;

Permits(M, Ny, U): model M, using N, permits or describes U;

T a specified theistic conclusion;

W: the semantic criticism warrants the stronger apologetic conclusion;

B: the needed independent bridge premises are adequately defended;

=: “logically entails”;

F~: “does not logically entail.”

A.3 Result 1: The semantic correction does not refute the model

(Np # No) A ~From(Ng,U) = —Permits(M, N, U).

Plain-English annotation. The left side says two things: the model’s physical “nothing” is not
absolute absence, and the universe did not arise from absolute absence. The right side says the
specified physical model fails to permit or describe the universe. That failure does not follow. A
model may never have claimed that absolute absence produced anything. To reject the model, one
must identify a problem with its mathematics, physical interpretation, evidence, or comparison
with other models.

To see the non-entailment, imagine that the left side is true while a structured quantum model
successfully describes a transition to a classical phase. Whether any real model succeeds is a separate
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empirical and theoretical question. The example only shows that the semantic premises do not logically
settle it.

A.4 Result 2: The semantic correction does not establish theism
(Np # Ng) A ~From(N,,U) = T.

Plain-English annotation. Again, the left side only distinguishes two meanings of “nothing” and
denies that absolute absence produced the universe. The symbol T" stands for a particular theistic
conclusion—for example, that a personal creator explains the universe. Nothing on the left
identifies a cause, an agent, a necessary reality, or a superior explanation. Those ideas must enter
through additional premises.

The formula also blocks a false dilemma. Denying that U comes from N, leaves many possibilities
open, including a structured origin, a necessary foundation, a brute fact, a non-theistic ground, or a
creator. It does not say these are equally plausible; it says the semantic premises do not rank them.

A.5 Result 3: The stronger warrant depends on independent bridges
(W = B)A—-B E —-W.

Plain-English annotation. If the semantic criticism warrants the larger apologetic conclusion only
when independent bridge premises are defended, and those bridge premises have not been defended,
then the larger conclusion is not warranted by that criticism. This does not prove the conclusion
false. It identifies a missing reason. The critic may still defend the causal, modal, agency, and
comparative bridges; until then, the dictionary point cannot carry them.

Here B is a bundle only for compactness. A full argument should separate B, for a causal rule, B,
for a modal claim, B, for agency, and B, for comparative advantage. Different conclusions require
different subsets; a rich theistic conclusion requires more than the bare claim that something caused
the universe.
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