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Time is among the themes that have been extensively discussed in the
Christian theological tradition. Augustine, as one of its foremost
theologians, likewise offers a detailed treatment of time in his works. He
structures his inquiry around two scriptural passages—one from the Book
of Wisdom and the other from Genesis—the former emphasizing
instantaneous creation and the latter highlighting creation as gradual. The
literal sense of these verses presents two seemingly irreconcilable
approaches to creation in which time plays a central role. Employing a
descriptive-analytical method and drawing upon Augustine’s texts, the
present study seeks to answer two main questions: first, how Augustine
explains creation in light of these two passages, and second, what
conception of time emerges from his interpretation of them. The findings
suggest that Augustine resolves the problem of instantaneous creation by
appealing to the doctrine of rationes seminales (“seminal principles”),
while simultaneously accounting for the gradual unfolding of creation by
invoking “time” as the arena in which these seminal principles become
manifest. Ultimately, however, because he denies time any external or
ontological reality, Augustine faces a serious difficulty in explaining
gradual creation; thus, due to his unresolved account of time, his
explanation of creation remains inconsistent and ends in contradiction.
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Extended Abstract

This study undertakes a critical examination of the foundational paradox of time within the
theological system of Augustine of Hippo, framed as a case study on his exegesis of two
seemingly contradictory scriptural accounts of creation. The core tension arises from the
Book of Wisdom’s declaration of instantaneous creation (“He who lives for ever created all
things together,” 18:1) and the Genesis narrative’s detailed, six-day sequence of gradual
creation. For Augustine, this is not merely an interpretive puzzle but a profound theological
and philosophical crisis that strikes at the heart of relating divine eternity to created
temporality. How can a perfect, simple, and immutable God, whose act must be singular and
timeless, be the author of a world that unfolds in successive, measurable stages? The present
research, employing a descriptive-analytical methodology centered on Augustine’s own
texts—primarily the Confessions, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, On Genesis Against the
Manichees, and The City of God—seeks to answer two interconnected questions: first, how
does Augustine construct an explanation of creation that accommodates both scriptural
passages, and second, what conception of time emerges from this endeavor, and does it
ultimately cohere?

Augustine’s proposed solution is a brilliant yet fraught synthesis, pivoting on two key
doctrines: the rationes seminales (seminal reasons) and his phenomenological analysis of
time. To reconcile the instantaneous act with the gradual narrative, Augustine adapts the Stoic
concept of logoi spermatikoi, radically transforming it to fit Christian orthodoxy. He posits
that in the one, eternal, and simultaneous creative act, God did not create all things in their
fully actualized, material forms. Instead, He implanted into the very fabric of creation all
future beings and their developmental potentials as hidden causal principles, “seeds,” or
seminal reasons. This satisfies the Wisdom text: all things were indeed created “together” in
their causal blueprints. The six-day narrative of Genesis, then, does not describe six new
divine decrees—which would imply change and succession in God—but rather the ordered,
temporal unfolding or explication of ~ these  pre-embedded  potentials. In  this
framework, time is posited as the created arena, the necessary medium, in which
these rationes seminales progressively germinate, evolve, and become manifest. Time is thus
the bridge between the timeless divine act and its historical realization.

However, the stability of this elegant theological construct is destabilized by
Augustine’s own, more famous philosophical inquiry into the nature of time itself in Book
XI of the Confessions. Here, Augustine moves from theological exposition to rigorous
metaphysical analysis. He deconstructs the notion of time as an objective substance or a
property of celestial motion. Through a series of penetrating aporias, he demonstrates that
the past no longer exists, the future does not yet exist, and the present is a dimensionless
point. Consequently, he concludes that time cannot be an external, independent reality “out
there” in the world. His revolutionary conclusion is that time is nothing other than a distentio
animi—a distension, stretching, or extension of the soul itself. It is a tripartite subjective
experience comprised of memory (past), attention (present), and expectation (future). This
reduction of time to a psychological reality is a landmark achievement in the philosophy of
mind.
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It is precisely this achievement that generates the central paradox identified in this
study. Augustine’s theological model for explaining gradual creation (explicatio) requires
time as a real, objective dimension—a container for the unfolding of seminal reasons, a
sequence that began long before human consciousness existed. Yet, his philosophical
analysis (analysio) redefines time as a purely subjective, mental construct dependent on
the human soul. This creates an irreconcilable tension: If time is merely a distentio animi,
how can there be an objective, pre-human temporal sequence for the “six days” of
creation and the historical development of nature? The very condition needed for his
theological explanation (an objective temporal arena) is negated by his philosophical
conclusion.

The research traces this tension as a fundamental duality running through Augustine’s
works. In his earlier, more exegetical writings like On Genesis Against the Manichees, he
operates with an ontological approach to time: time is a created reality, beginning with the
universe, serving as the framework for divine providence and history. Conversely, in the
mature reflection of the Confessions, he adopts a phenomenological approach, collapsing
time into human consciousness. The study argues that this is not a minor inconsistency but a
symptom of a deeper, perhaps intractable, problem at the intersection of theology and
metaphysics. Augustine’s system reveals a clash between two necessary yet incompatible
perspectives: the explanatory needs of scriptural narrative demand an objective time, while
the demands of rational analysis of time’s essence can only find it subjectively.

The doctrine of seminal reasons, while successful as a hermeneutical device to protect
divine immutability and unify the biblical text, finds its metaphysical foundation eroded from
within. The “time” that serves as the vessel in the explanatory model is not the same “time”
described in the analytical model. This leaves the system in a precarious state: the mechanism
for gradual creation is coherent only if we accept the ontological reality of time that
Augustine himself, in his most rigorous moment, persuasively denies.

In its conclusion, the study suggests that Augustine’s paradox is not a failure of his
personal intellect but an illuminating exposure of the limits inherent in any project that seeks
to conceptualize the relationship between eternity and time. The proposed “way out”
glimpsed in his work—a tacit distinction between an “inner time” of the soul (distentio animi)
and an “abstracted time” measured by cosmic motion—remains underdeveloped and does
not fully resolve the ontological quandary. It does, however, highlight the enduring necessity
of such a dual perspective. The experience of succession (phenomenological time) is our
mode of access to the world, while the reality of succession (ontological time) appears to be
a prerequisite for the world’s independent history and the very possibility of creation as a
gradual divine manifestation.

Ultimately, this analysis posits that Augustine’s enduring contribution lies not in
providing a final, contradiction-free solution, but in framing the problem with unmatched
depth and honesty. His struggle encapsulates the core dilemma of philosophical theology:
how to speak meaningfully, with human language and concepts bound by temporality, of a
God whose nature and creative act are fundamentally beyond time. The paradox of time in
Augustine’s theology, therefore, stands as a powerful case study of the creative and inevitably
tense dialogue between fides quaerens intellectum (faith seeking understanding) and the
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autonomous scrutiny of reason, a dialogue that continues to define theological and
philosophical inquiry into the nature of God, creation, and time.
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