
Sermon 15: Argument from desire

We have been looking at the traditional arguments for God such the moral argument, the 
ontological, the cosmological, and the teleological argument for God.  However, we have not
been using them in the traditional way.  The traditional way built upon Catholic or Arminian 
notions of man’s depravity makes it appear as if man’s mind is neutral before obvious facts, 
and that man can reason himself into believing in God.  We have disagreed with this from 
the start.  We have insisted that man’s sin makes him unable to be neutral or willing to 
believe what is present to be known from general revelation.  However, we have also 
insisted that we need the Spirit and the Word to have true knowledge of God.  Here is a 
thought for you to help drill this home.  Was Adam dependent upon his sinless mind and 
general revelation for his knowledge of God or was he, even though sinless dependent upon
special revelation?  We insist that he was.  This helps us to see that even if man were 
sinless he would still not be competent to make judgements about God’s existence or being,
but being a creature is and always has been dependent upon God’s revelation for knowledge
of Him.  

We moved from the traditional arguments to look at some newer ones.  We spoke about the
transcendental argument for God which shows how God is the necessary precondition for 
interpreting human experience.  This was developed by Van Til and is a staple part of 
Reformed apologetics.  Today I would like to look at another argument that has been 
developed on the last century to good effect and that is the argument from desire.  Many 
people have used it but I think the person most famously associated with it is C. S. Lewis, 
an ancient writer famous for it is Augustine.  

Before we lay it out let me make a few opening remarks.  Firstly, this is an argument suited 
to an atheist/agnostic/materialist context.  The argument will not make any headway 
converting a Muslim to Christianity, it is designed to confront the person who says they have
no soul with the reality of certain desires that are best explained by God.  Secondly, this 
argument is to prove that the world is not only material, it points to heaven, the soul, our 
need for a relationship with God and to live in a sinless world, it does not lay out an 
argument for explicit teaching on God like the fact He is a Trinity.  

Let us hear it first from Augustine, Confessions chap. 1, para. 1: ‘“Great are you, O Lord, 
and greatly to be praised; great is your power, and infinite is your wisdom.”  And man 
desires to praise you, for he is a part of your creation; he bears his mortality about with him
and carries the evidence of his sin and the proof that you do resist the proud. Still he desires
to praise you, this man who is only a small part of your creation. You have prompted him, 
that he should delight to praise you, for you have made us for yourself and restless is our 
heart until it comes to rest in you.’  Augustine is here drawing our attention to that created 
desire to relate to God.  He affirms that even though we are sinful that this desire to delight 
in God is in the heart of humanity.  We could point to this in the fact that all cultures in all 
ages apart from those who have now deliberately moved in a materialistic direction have 
had an expression of this spiritual instinct to seek God and worship.

But a more recent expression of this idea has been utilized most effectively by C.S. Lewis.  
Lewis himself was converted from atheism and speaks with a very relevant voice to the 
unbelief of our age.  In his book called Mere Chrstianity, in the chapter called hope, Lewis 
puts it this way, ‘Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires 
exists.  A baby feels hungry: well, there is such a thing as food.  A duckling wants to swim: 
well, there is such a thing as water.  Men feel sexual desire: well, there is such a thing as 
sex.  If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most 



probably explanation is that I was made for another world.’  He puts it another way in his 
famous talk, weight of glory, ‘Do what they will, then, we remain conscious of a desire 
which no natural happiness will satisfy.  But is there any reason to suppose that reality 
offers no satisfaction to it?  ‘Nor does the being hungry prove that we have bread.’  But I 
think it may be urged that this misses the point.  A man’s physical hunger does not prove 
that that man will get any bread; he may die of starvation on a raft in the Atlantic.  But 
surely a man’s hunger does prove that comes of a race which repairs its body by eating and 
inhabits a world where eatable substances exist.  In the same way, though I do not believe 
(I wish did) that my desire for Paradise proves I will enjoy (gain) it, I think it a pretty good 
indication that such a thing exists and some men will.  A man may love a woman and not 
win her; but it would be very odd if the phenomenon called ‘falling in love’ occurred in a 
sexless world.’  Or more succinctly in one of his letters, ‘If you are really the product of a 
materialistic universe, how is it that you don’t feel at home here?  Do fish complain of the 
sea for being wet?’

Lets articulate what is being spoken of in this point.  We have a set of desires, we long for 
immortality, for purity, for beauty, for truth, for goodness, for righteousness, for a 
relationship with our Creator of all things, and we could add to these.  These desires are not
fulfilled in anything in this life.  We may get a partial satisfaction from something, but as 
soon as we have begun to enjoy it, it begins to fade and we are left with an emptiness.  
This emptiness points to the fallenness of our experience and tells us of a life we long for 
that we are not experiencing yet, which the Bible tells us is the New Creation.  But there is 
another side to this coin, and it is not the frustration born of sin, but rather a God given 
intent in all of His gifts to us.  Every good gift, be it joy in love, family, work, nature, food, 
beauty, etc. was originally given by God to direct our hearts to the one who gave us these 
gifts.  These were never intended to be gods to us but gifts that drew our hearts to the 
generous God who gave us such wonderful things to enjoy.  But now that we are fallen 
what was originally intended to be a road to God became a road we travelled from Him as 
we took the gifts and made them gods.  

This argument stresses that the deep sense of alienation that we experience with ourselves, 
our neighbours, our jobs, our families, even our worship is because we are made to delight 
in God but have hearts that are adulterous and make other things gods. 

Is this taught in the Bible?  Everywhere!  The opening chapters of the Bible describe a world
that is not divine but is a stage upon which we being made in the image of God find our 
highest purposes satisfied in God.  The entrance of sin explains how we have fallen from 
that purpose and explains why we are at war within ourselves desiring good but also evil.  
The rest of the Bible is the story about how God provided a Saviour to bring us back to God 
that we might have our good in Him, and the Bible ends with the happily ever after that all 
our hearts desire.  Every human desire either sinful or good, every human disappointment 
finds its explanation here.  The Bible is full of recorded experiences of those who have found
God and their satisfaction and hope for final satisfaction in Him, Ps. 73:25-26, ‘Whom have I
in heaven but you?  And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you.  My flesh and 
my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.’  Ps. 16:2, ‘I 
say to the Lord, “You are my Lord; I have no good apart from you.”

We argue that Christianity alone can fully and satisfactorily explain these desires within us.

This view is of course challenged.  Our modern worldview is one of naturalistic evolution, 
this belief seeks to find a material cause for these desires within us.  Here is one way that 
they have sought to give an accounting for these desires.  Earlier models of our evolutionary



selves had a desire for satisfaction this proved to be a useful survival mechanism.  You see 
because if you believe that there is hope, that there is a greater advantage to be had in the 
future, you will not give up and become prey but overcome as you pursue your hope.  Since
it was these forerunners who survived to pass on their genes we have this illusion of hope 
that tricks us into thinking that there is something more.  So, essentially what this worldview
offers by way of explanation is that these feelings are lies that served to help us survive but 
are no longer needed.  Or if you are a psychologist who embraces this truth you would 
highlight this ‘need’ to have hope and encourage people to find anything to put their hope 
in, whether it is true or not is not important.  Emotional wellbeing comes about by us 
accommodating this hope illusion.  

Lies, that all they can say.  There is no real hope only an illusion of hope or convenient and 
pragmatic false hope.  We must take this a little further and ask the question: if we cannot 
trust that our desires for deeper satisfactions than this life can offer are true but are an 
illusion from a former survival mechanism, what else is a lie?  Is love a lie, beauty, good, 
truth, logic, thought?  Is any of it true?  The evolutionary view is the greatest impoverisher 
of the human spirit.  We are left with nothing but a tyrannical relativism and our very hearts
rage against this.  The patchwork bandage of hope in anything that psychologists are 
pushing for mental health is just as bad as it accepts the fact that materialism is all there is, 
so let us continue to believe in the tooth fairy because it helps us sleep at night.

Explaining our desires away dehumanises us.  But there is another error connected with 
desire it is the error of the stoics or Buddhism.  This view has a poor view of desire as well, 
the world cannot be changed but your attitude towards it can.  ‘Do not seek to have events 
happen as you want them to, but instead want them to happen as they do happen, and 
your life will go well.’1  This view says desires are bad change them by being less attached.  

This view diminishes God’s good gifts to us and does not reckon with the way our desires 
are to lead us to God.

Then of course there is the view that says, our desires as we experience them now are law 
and should be indulged.  This is the anthem of our age of consumer indulgence, or 
narcissistic humanism.  If I desire it it must be true.  This is what lies behind the gender 
revolution, but many other things in society today as well.  This view finds itself in great 
difficulty because we can want contradictory things which cant both be true.

Making God our good and our portion is the fight of faith and the truth that accounts for 
sinful desires but God given ones as well.  Our sinful inclinations that walk by sight and feel 
tempt us with other things as our good.  We trend towards idolatry always attempting to 
replace the Creator with the created.  The sinful heart is deceived and deceiving believing 
that its true happiness, purpose, satisfaction, and identity are found in things other than 
God.  

Now many Christians have had an either/or mentality when it comes to making God our 
greatest satisfaction.  Because the sinful heart is always tempted to make other things 
ultimate in our lives we have seen a trend to an extreme rejection of the gifts of God’s 
creation.  Think of the history of asceticism in the church, think about the monks, the 
monasteries, the saints, the nuns and celibate priests, think of all those who have sought to 
make God their good by attempting to leave creation itself behind.  Let me suggest to you 
that if God is your good, then other things can stop being gods and become good things.  In

1 Keller, Making Sense of God, p78.



other words, if God holds the first and proper place in our hearts then the rest of the gifts 
He seeks to lavish upon us as a generous Creator and Father can be received and enjoyed 
without them replacing Him.  In other words, it is only those who have God as their good 
that can enjoy the gifts of creation as good things, but those who have made those good 
things their God, they have no good whatsoever and serve no god but are slaves.  In other 
words, things like marriage, work, family, money, rest, recreation; these are all good things 
that can be enjoyed as gifts from God if God holds the proper place as our God in our lives. 

How do you know whether something is an idol?  If something makes you bad, mad, sad or 
glad it is your idol.  If you break God’s law to have it or pursue it, or serve it, it makes you 
bad and is placed higher than God in your life.  If you turn on your loved ones, or even get 
angry at God Himself when the thing is removed, it holds your heart and your ‘righteous 
anger’ reveals your god.  If it is taken away and you sink into depression and suicidal 
despair, then you were resting your dependence on it and not God, you looked to it for 
security, purpose, identity, etc, and now that it is gone you have no reason for living, not so
for David who has all stripped away but has his all in God.  If it is seen as your greatest 
happiness and you cannot be happy without it, then that is your idol.  God is the only one 
who can sustain being our God, He alone is enough to satisfy the eternity in our hearts.  All 
other gods become devils.  He who has given His own Son in His love for you is the only 
God to have all others will use and abuse you.

In apologetics to reality of the conflict of our desires is a great way to begin a discussion 
that leads to the gospel.  Our hearts are made for God and will never be satisfied with 
anything but Him.  Eternal joy is not found in anything in this life but in God, and one day 
we will be able to enjoy Him unhindered free from our enslavement to sin.  Christ is the way
back to God, He is the one who died for your adulterous desires and offers you a new heart,
and a new hope where one day all things will be made new and eternal joy and satisfaction 
will be ours.   

                    


