
What Is Ultimately Necessary: Mathematics, Laws
of Nature, Time, or God?

Metaphysical Necessity vs. Contingency in Philosophy

In philosophical terms, something is  metaphysically necessary if it could not have been otherwise – in
other words, it’s true in all possible worlds . A contingent thing, by contrast, exists or is true but could
have been different. Classic examples of metaphysical necessities are often logical or mathematical truths
(e.g. 2+2=4), which many philosophers consider true in every conceivable world . By contrast, facts like
“the sky is blue” or “humans exist” are contingent – we can imagine scenarios (worlds) in which they were
false. 

Understanding this distinction is key to our question of what is “truly necessary.” Are the foundations of
reality – mathematical truths, physical laws, time itself, or a divine Creator – necessary in this strong sense?
Or are they contingent features that might have been otherwise? Below, we explore each candidate in turn,
integrating insights from science, philosophy, and theology.

The Status of Mathematical Truths

Mathematical truths are typically seen as  necessarily true once their axioms are accepted. For example,
given the standard axioms of arithmetic, it is impossible for 2+2 not to equal 4 – not just in our universe, but
in any logically possible universe . This has led many philosophers and mathematicians to regard math
as a realm of necessary truths, independent of the physical world. Indeed, the necessity of math is often
taken for granted in modal logic and philosophy of mathematics. Some argue these truths are  analytic
(true by definition)  or grounded in the very  essence of  concepts like numbers,  making them true in all
possible contexts .

Yet  an  intriguing  debate  remains:  are  mathematical  entities  (numbers,  sets,  etc.)  themselves real  and
necessary, or are they human inventions? Mathematical Platonists hold that numbers and mathematical
structures have real existence (perhaps in a non-physical realm of forms) and would exist necessarily even if
no physical universe did. Others, like  nominalists, counter that mathematics is a creation of the human
mind,  useful  for  describing observations but not an independent necessary reality.  Regardless of  one’s
stance,  there is  a  profound mystery in  how well  mathematics  describes the contingent  physical  world.
Physicist  Eugene  Wigner  famously  marveled  at  “the  miracle  of  the  appropriateness  of  the  language  of
mathematics for the formulation of the laws of physics,” calling it “a wonderful gift, which we neither understand
nor deserve.”  This “unreasonable effectiveness” of math in nature suggests to some that mathematics
might underpin reality in a deep way. 

One speculative idea inspired by this effectiveness is the Mathematical Universe Hypothesis (championed
by  physicist  Max  Tegmark),  which  posits  that  the  physical  universe  is fundamentally  a  mathematical
structure. In such a view, the existence of our world would be a necessary consequence of mathematics
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itself – essentially, all possible mathematical structures exist, and we happen to inhabit one of them. This is
an extreme view,  but  it  highlights  the sense in  which mathematics  feels  timeless  and necessary.  Even
without adopting Tegmark’s hypothesis, many agree that if anything is a contender for “ultimate necessity,”
the  abstract  truths  of  mathematics  seem  to  fit  the  bill.  After  all,  as  one  philosophy  source  puts  it,
mathematical and analytic truths “must be true, but not because of logic or the physical world”  – their
truth transcends any particular reality.

Are the Laws of Nature Contingent or Necessary?

Physical laws – such as the laws of physics and the constants of nature – govern how our universe operates.
A  central  scientific  assumption  is  that  these  laws  are  universal within  our  cosmos,  but  are  they
metaphysically  necessary?  Most  philosophers and scientists  lean toward  contingency here:  it’s  at  least
conceivable that the universe could have had different fundamental laws or constants. For instance, we can
imagine a universe with a stronger gravitational constant or with different quantum behaviors. Indeed,
modern  cosmology  entertains  the  multiverse concept,  where  different  pocket  universes  might  have
different physical laws. If such a multiverse exists, our particular laws would be one set among countless
possibilities – hardly necessary in any absolute sense.

Philosophers  have long debated this.  The Humean view (after  David  Hume)  regards laws of  nature as
descriptive regularities – convenient summaries of how things happen to behave in this world, but not
dictated by any necessity. On this view, laws are entirely contingent: they could have been otherwise, and
there’s nothing “forcing” electrons, for example, to have the charge they do except that we observe they
consistently  do .  Other  philosophers,  however,  have  proposed  that  some  laws  might  be
metaphysically necessary due to deep connections with the essences of natural properties.  This view,
dispositional essentialism, suggests that if properties like electron charge or mass are part of what an
electron  is, then the laws describing electron behavior might hold in all possible worlds where electrons
exist. In this view, it’s in an electron’s nature to repel other electrons, so a law like Coulomb’s law could be
seen as necessary given the existence of electrons. Even proponents of this idea admit it’s counter-intuitive
– we normally think we can imagine a world with electrons that behave differently, which implies those laws
are not absolutely necessary. Indeed, many find it quite plausible that laws of nature are contingent facts
about our world. 

From a scientific perspective, the contingency of physical laws is often assumed. Physicist Paul Davies has
noted that science can describe the workings of nature’s laws, but it doesn’t explain where those laws come
from or why those particular laws exist . Could it be that some meta-law or principle necessitates them?
As of now, physics provides no evidence that, say, the charge of an electron must be one specific value – it
simply is, and we measure it as such. The question “Why these laws and not others?” digs into metaphysics
or theology more than physics. Cosmologist George F. R. Ellis, in a discussion about why anything exists,
pointed  out  that  proposals  like  Lawrence  Krauss’s  “universe  from  nothing”  still  assume  a  pre-existing
framework of laws and quantum fields. Ellis argues that such theories  “do not explain in what way these
entities  [the laws,  fields,  symmetries]  could have pre-existed the coming into being of  the universe,  why they
should have existed at all, or why they should have had the form they did.”  In other words, even the
boldest physical conjectures can’t escape assuming something (like the laws of quantum physics) that itself
begs explanation. If one believed those laws were the true bedrock of reality, one could ascribe necessity to
them – but as Ellis notes, that borders on doing philosophy rather than testable science .
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At present, it remains an open philosophical question whether the laws of nature could have been different.
Many thinkers suspect that at least some aspects of physics might turn out to be unique or inevitable (for
example, perhaps any coherent universe must have consistent mathematics or logic underlying its laws –
which links back to the idea of mathematics’  necessity).  Others maintain that even if  a final “Theory of
Everything”  is  found,  explaining  why  that  theory  and  its  laws  hold  will  still  demand  explanation.  In
summary,  the laws of nature are usually regarded as contingent,  but we cannot rule out that some
deeper necessity might govern why any universe that exists must follow certain principles. It’s a tension
between the apparent arbitrariness of our universe’s properties and the hope (or faith) that there is an
underlying reason for that order.

The Nature of Time: Fundamental Requirement or Emergent
Feature?

Time is intimately linked to existence – we experience reality as a sequence of events, and it’s hard to even
conceive  of  anything without  some notion  of  before-and-after.  Does  that  make  time itself  a  necessary
feature of reality? The answer is not straightforward. Classical philosophy (e.g. Aristotle or Newton) often
took time as  a  given,  an eternal  backdrop against  which events  unfold.  In  Newtonian physics,  time is
absolute and flows uniformly everywhere; one might have assumed time has always existed and must exist
for change to occur. However, modern physics and cosmology have altered this view dramatically.

According to general relativity, time (like space) is part of the fabric of the physical universe – a component
of spacetime that can stretch, warp, or even originate. The Big Bang theory implies that time (as we know it)
had a beginning ~13.8 billion years ago, along with space. If “time began,” that suggests time is not an
eternal, necessary background but a contingent feature of our cosmos. We can meaningfully ask, “What if
time itself did not exist – could there still be reality?” Some theories of quantum gravity even suggest that at
the deepest level, time may not be fundamental at all. Instead, time might be an emergent phenomenon
arising from more basic timeless laws or quantum states. In such models, at the Planck scale of nature, the
concept of time might dissolve – the universe’s state could be described without reference to time, and
what we experience as time emerges only at larger scales. As a Scientific American piece explains, a number
of physicists are converging on the idea that  “space – and perhaps even time – is not fundamental. Instead
space and time may be emergent: they could arise from the structure and behavior of more basic components of
nature.”. If this is right, time isn’t a necessary precondition for existence; something more primitive could
exist “beyond” time (even if our human brains struggle to imagine existence without time!).

Philosophically, one can also conceive of a timeless reality. Some theologians and philosophers describe
God as eternal in a timeless sense – completely outside of time. In such a view, time is a contingent aspect
of the created order, not a constraint on the Creator. St. Augustine, for instance, argued that time itself was
created and that “there was no time before time began” (so asking what God was doing “before” creation is
a category mistake). If a timeless being or platonic realm of truths exists, then clearly time is not universally
necessary. On the other hand, process philosophers and others who emphasize becoming over static being
might argue that without time, nothing can happen or exist in any meaningful way. This veers into deep
metaphysics: can there be existence without events or change? Perhaps a completely static being (often
how God is characterized in classical theism) could “exist” in a timeless snapshot. But any universe with
change, entropy, or life seems to require time. 
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In summary, time does not obviously carry the badge of metaphysical necessity. Contemporary physics
even entertains a “timeless” foundation to reality (e.g. quantum gravity models where time emerges later).
If those models are correct, time is more like a convenient illusion or a secondary property of reality. Thus,
while  time  is  deeply  woven  into  our  experience  of  existence,  it  might  not  be  the  ultimate  necessary
ingredient – it could be a contingent emergent property of something deeper. 

God as the Metaphysically Necessary Being

Religious and theological perspectives have long posited that God is the one truly necessary existence – the
uncaused cause, the ground of being itself. In classical theism (espoused in Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and
by philosophers like Aquinas and Leibniz), God is not just one being among others, but the  fundamental
reality on which all  else depends. Thomas Aquinas described God as  ipsum esse subsistens,  “being itself
subsisting” –  meaning God’s  essence  is existence,  and thus God cannot  not exist.  Modern philosopher-
theologian David Bentley Hart echoes this, emphasizing that when we speak of God in this classical sense,
“God is not a ‘being’… not one more object in the inventory of things that are… God is not a finite entity at all, but
is absolute Being as such, the unconditioned source of all things”. This conception of God entails metaphysical
necessity: God exists in all possible worlds, and it is impossible for God not to exist. 

Such a God would be the answer to the question “why is there something rather than nothing?” The answer:
because  God,  as  the  Necessary  Being,  gives  reality  to  everything  else.  Philosopher  Gottfried  Leibniz
formulated this in his Principle of Sufficient Reason – there must be a sufficient reason for the existence of
the universe, and that reason must lie in a necessary substance (which he identified as God). Contingent
things by definition cannot contain the reason for their own existence (since they might not have existed).
Therefore, the chain of explanations must end in something that exists by its own nature, not by anything
else – a necessary, self-existent being. 

This theological perspective dovetails with the intuition that  nothingness cannot produce something. If at
any point there were truly nothing – no space, no time, no laws, no potentiality – nothing could ever arise.
So there must be something that simply always exists (or exists outside the normal chain of cause and
effect). Theists claim that something is God. In this view, God alone is truly necessary, and everything else –
mathematics, laws of nature, time, and the material universe – are contingent realities grounded in God’s
creative will or nature. They exist because God wills or sustains them, but God does not depend on anything
outside Himself. 

The idea of God’s necessity is not without critics. Some argue that positing God as a necessary being just
shifts the question – why is God necessary? (The traditional answer is that God’s very nature is to exist; God
is “that which cannot not exist,” whereas anything else could fail to exist.) Others, like Bertrand Russell,
simply reject the need for any explanation beyond brute fact –  “the universe is just there, and that’s all,” he
famously  said,  implying no necessity  behind it.  But  for  many philosophers,  explaining existence by a
brute fact is unsatisfying. The notion of God as a necessary being provides a kind of ultimate answer:
reality exists because it flows from an eternally existent foundation. 

Qur’anic Insights on Creation and Necessity

The Qur’an offers a powerful theological perspective that aligns with the idea of God as the necessary being
and ultimate cause. In Qur’an 52:35–36, a piercing series of questions is posed to those who deny God:

4



“Were they created by nothing, or were they themselves the creators? Or did they create the heavens and the
earth? Nay, they have no firm belief.”. This terse challenge encapsulates a logical trilemma: Either we popped
into existence from nothing (which is absurd), or we created ourselves (also absurd), or a transcendent
Creator made us. By ruling out the first two options, the Quranic argument strongly implies the necessity of
God as the source of existence. In philosophical terms, it rejects the idea that contingent beings can exist
without an ultimate cause. Nothing cannot create, and contingent beings cannot be the cause of their own
existence. What remains is a necessary creative agency – God – as the only viable explanation.

Furthermore, the Qur’an explicitly describes God as the  Originator of all  and emphasizes His effortless
creative power. For example, Qur’an 2:117 proclaims: “He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth, and
when He decrees something, He says only, ‘Be,’ and it is.”. In this verse, God is identified as the source of the
entire cosmos (“heavens and earth”),  creating without needing any pre-existing material  or  helper.  The
command “Be” (kun in Arabic) symbolizes that God’s will alone is sufficient to bring things into existence
from non-existence. This resonates strongly with the idea that God’s existence is necessary and everything
else is contingent on His decree. Notably, the verse also underlines that creation itself is an act of God’s will:
the universe is not co-eternal with God but originates when God decides. Time and space begin with God’s
creative act – reinforcing the concept that even time is contingent, a creation of the Originator. 

Islamic theologians (much like their Judeo-Christian counterparts) have thus characterized God as Wajib al-
Wujud (the  Necessary  Existent)  –  a  being  that  must  exist  by  its  very  nature.  The  Qur’anic  tone  of
astonishment at those who think otherwise (“Have they been created from nothing?!”) suggests that, in the
Islamic worldview, it is virtually self-evident that something cannot come from nothing. The existence of
anything points to an eternal  creator who is  unlike the created order (not bound by the limitations of
matter,  energy,  or  time).  The  Qur’an  (in  52:35–36  and  elsewhere)  essentially  invites  reflection  on  the
contingency of the world, directing one to conclude that only God is the non-contingent ground. 

In  summary,  Qur’anic  theology  bolsters  the  argument  that  God  alone  is  truly  necessary,  while  the
universe  (including  its  laws  and  even  time)  is  contingent  upon  God.  God’s  command  “Be”  effortlessly
actualizes  contingent  reality.  This  aligns  with  the  broader  philosophical  idea  that  a  necessary  being  is
required to explain why anything (rather than nothing) exists at all.

Scientific and Philosophical Reflections on “Why Is There
Something Rather Than Nothing?”

The question “What is truly necessary – mathematics, laws of nature, time, or God?” is essentially a facet of the
ultimate question:  “Why is there something rather than nothing?” This profound puzzle has elicited a
range of  answers  across  disciplines.  Reflecting on the  insights  above,  we can summarize  a  few major
perspectives:

Nothing is impossible (Existence is necessary): Some philosophers suggest that “nothing” is not a
coherent  state.  As  one view states,  “There  is  something because  there  is  literally  no  such  thing  as
nothing (at all), and possibly never was.” From Spinoza to certain modern thinkers, the idea here is that
non-existence is not a real possibility – something had to exist. If one adopts this view, one might say
the question answers itself: it’s necessary that being exists, in some form, because “nothingness” isn’t
a viable option. (This stance often leads to either pantheism – identifying God with the necessarily
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existing Nature – or to a view that existence itself, perhaps in the form of an multiverse or quantum
vacuum, is eternal and uncaused.)

The Universe (or multiverse) is a brute fact: As mentioned, Bertrand Russell and others found it
acceptable to say the cosmos just exists without external explanation. On this view, the  particular
laws of nature and features of our universe are contingent, but one stops the inquiry at the universe
(or multiverse) itself, treating it as the final fact. There is no deeper necessity behind it – it simply is.
This  perspective  avoids  positing  any  additional  entities  but  may  leave  the  “Why  something?”
question unsolved (some would say  dissolved). Many find this reply unsatisfying since it abandons
the search for an explanatory necessity.

Mathematical  or  logical  necessity: Others  speculate  that  perhaps  existence  is  grounded  in
something like mathematics or logic. For example, the idea that all possible mathematical structures
exist would mean it’s necessary that “something” exists, because the null option (no structure, no
reality at all) might be considered just one out of an infinite space of possibilities – a very “small”
probability. One author whimsically argued that since there are infinitely many possible “something”
states  but  only  one  “nothing”  state,  the  probability  of  nothingness  is  effectively  zero.  More
rigorously, if one believes that abstract principles of logic or math must hold, then perhaps a world
with absolutely nothing – not even laws of logic – is impossible. In this category, one could place
philosophical notions like Plato’s realm of forms or the Tegmarkian Mathematical Universe, where
necessary truths inevitably spawn concrete realities.

Physical laws or principles as necessary: A scientific variation is the conjecture that maybe there is
some fundamental physical principle that must exist – a “world-ground” in the form of a unified law.
For instance, some have wondered if a unique Theory of Everything (if found) would have to be the
way it is – i.e. no alternative logically possible. If true, then the laws of nature (and some primordial
physical “substance”) might be necessary. But as George Ellis pointed out, even if future physics finds
a “quantum gravity law” that can generate universes, one can still ask why that law exists or has its
form . Thus, most scientists stop at saying the laws are what they are (and perhaps are emergent
from a deeper reality), not that they are metaphysically necessary. Science tends to describe  how
things happen, while the why anything at all question edges into metaphysics.

A necessary God (creation by a divine will): The theological answer, as we explored, posits God as
the necessary being who freely creates contingent reality. In this view, mathematics and logical truths
are reflections of God’s intellect (hence their necessity), laws of nature are contingent choices of God’s
creative plan, time is part of creation, and God alone exists a se (through Himself). This perspective
satisfies the Principle of Sufficient Reason by providing a terminus: God’s existence is the sufficient
reason for the universe, and God’s own existence is self-explained (often claimed to be by nature
Ipsum Esse –  the act  of  being itself).  It  does,  however,  require  one to  accept  the existence of  a
transcendent deity, which is a matter of faith and philosophical argument.

Each of these perspectives addresses what might be “truly necessary” in a different way. The Closer To Truth
discussion referenced in the question brought together thinkers from science, philosophy, and theology to
grapple with these ideas. For instance, Tim Maudlin (philosopher of physics) in that discussion appeared
to lean toward the idea that outright nothingness is not a real possibility – implying that some form of
existence is necessary.  Mario Livio (astrophysicist) likely discussed how science approaches the puzzle
(perhaps noting that physics can push the question back to a quantum vacuum or multiverse,  but not
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eliminate it). George Ellis (cosmologist), as we saw, stresses that scientific cosmology still leaves open the
question  of  why the  basic  laws/parameters  exist ,  hinting  that  a  deeper  explanation  (potentially
philosophical or theological) is needed.  David Bentley Hart (theologian) no doubt argued that the only
coherent  answer  is  that  God,  Absolute  Being,  underlies  all  contingent  being  –  and  that  nothingness is
ultimately an incoherent idea when one understands God as the fullness of being (in line with classical
theology).  The  interplay  between  these  thinkers  in  the  video  underscores  that  this  question  straddles
empirical science and metaphysics. 

Notably, even among non-theistic philosophers, there’s an acknowledgment that the existence of something
might itself be a brute necessary fact – a view not so far from saying “being is necessary” (though without
personifying that being as God). For example, some contemporary philosophers have suggested that “non-
existence is just not possible, never has been and never will be,” effectively stating that we should not think of
Nothing as a viable state of reality at all. That sentiment echoes the theological stance in a secular tone.

Conclusion: An Integrated Perspective

So,  what  is  truly  necessary?  The  honest  answer  may  depend  on  one’s  philosophical  and  theological
commitments.  Mathematics  and  logical  truths  exhibit  a  kind  of  necessity,  seeming  unalterable  and
universal – yet they arguably cannot by themselves cause a universe to exist (they describe possibilities but
do not choose which possibility becomes real). The laws of nature, as precise and elegant as they are, give
every appearance of being contingent – perhaps products of a deeper layer or of a divine choice, but not
self-explanatory.  Time, deeply fundamental to our experience, might surprisingly be an emergent,  non-
fundamental aspect of reality, and thus not the bedrock we once assumed. That leaves God, or a god-like
principle, as a candidate for metaphysical necessity. 

From a philosophically reflective standpoint, one might say:  Either something at the level of abstract
principles (math/logic) or something like a divine creative Ground must be necessary – otherwise we
hit  an  explanatory  dead-end  with  brute  facts.  The  theological  integration  with  the  Qur’anic  insight
strengthens the case for a personal necessary being: if  nothing cannot create anything, and the universe
cannot create itself, a transcendent Creator who must exist provides a coherent answer. Such a Creator can
endow the world with orderly mathematics, fine-tuned laws, and the flow of time as part of a contingent
creation, all grounded in His own necessary reality. 

For a general educated audience, it’s important to appreciate that this question has no simple, unanimously
agreed answer. It invites us to think about why science even works (perhaps because math is reliably true),
why the universe obeys laws (perhaps because those laws stem from a deeper order or will), and whether
our existence is a fluke or rooted in something eternal. Grappling with “what is truly necessary” ultimately
takes us beyond physics into the realms of metaphysics and theology. As the participants in the Closer To
Truth episode concurred, the question “Why is there something rather than nothing?” “seems impenetrable,
uncrackable, unfathomable” at first – yet by exploring it, we gain profound insights into the nature of
reality. Whether one finds the answer in a necessary God, in the inevitability of mathematics, or in accepting
the mystery of being, the journey of inquiry itself brings us Closer To Truth. 

Sources: The analysis above integrates philosophical definitions , scientific perspectives on time and
physical law , Qur’anic theology, and reflections from thinkers like Wigner and Hart , providing a
multi-faceted exploration of metaphysical necessity across disciplines. 
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