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Dream On! 
Isn’t God Just a Product of our Wishful Thinking? 

 
Theme: Belief in God is not an illusion based on wishful thinking, but assurance 
that there is a God who is There. 
 
Texts: Romans 1:18-23; Acts 9:1-5  
 
 This morning I have the privilege of contributing to the provocative series 
that we have been in since the beginning of Lent: Crucified Christianity: How Do 
The Jesus People Answer the New Atheism? Pastor Meyer was called out of town 
to perform a family funeral, so he asked if I could fill in on a related topic of my 
choice. 
 
 I want to tackle the formidable challenge uttered by the Old and New 
Atheists that comes with the demeaning tone, “Dream On, Christians! Your God 
is nothing more than a product of your wishful thinking.” A more thoughtful way 
to put the challenge might be from the atheist perspective is, “If there is no God, 
why is there religion?” This is, of course, something that is an embarrassment to 
the new atheists, since still over 90% of the people in the US say that they 
believe in God. But we will outgrow this infantile fantasy, if they have their way! 
 
 We have to acknowledge that this challenge goes to the very heart of our 
assumptions about God. As Frances Schaeffer put it a generation ago, we believe 
in “a God who is there.” We affirm that there is a God who exists as an objective 
reality. This Being knows no beginning or ending and therefore is, to borrow  
T. S. Elliot’s phrase, “the still point of the turning world.” The Scriptures very first 
assertion is… “In the beginning God…” God is not some subjective being who 
exists on the whim of our belief or disbelief. God is… When speaking to the 
Athenians, the Apostle Paul noticed a statue to the “unknown God”, which was 
his opening to make known the mystery of God’s identity. “Now what you 
worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you. The God who 
made the world and everything in it, is the Lord of heaven and earth and does 
not live in temples built by hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he 
needed anything, because he gives all men life and breath and everything else” 
(Act 17:23b-25). 
 
 With the people of Athens we would readily admit that God would remain 
unknown unless he took the initiative to make himself plain to us. We call this 
revelation. We believe that God is knowable and wants to have a relationship 
with us and in fact, made us out of love for Himself. Countless millions through 
the ages have born witness that their lives have been run smack dab into this 
God who loves us and knows us. This is a personal universe in which we live. As 
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a frightened 7th grader my life was revolutionized one February Saturday when in 
response to the invitation to receive Christ in my life, He came rolling over me in 
waves of love. This was a real as anything I have experienced. 
 
 The old and new atheists would say…how do you know that what you 
experienced was not just the result of a psychological break? You were in a 
heightened emotional state, longing to be relieved of your fear, a moving 
evangelist wound you up to a heightened degree, so you had an arousing 
experience that seemed to you like the love of God. You needed love, so in a 
vulnerable moment of wish fulfillment, you created your own happening. There 
was no objective reality here, but simply the power of your mind to project your 
desires on the screen of your imagination. You just gave yourself what you 
needed. 
 
 The classic formulation of this challenge comes from the father of modern 
psychology, Sigmund Freud. His little book Future of an Illusion is his answer to 
the question, “If there is no God, why do people act as if there is?” Freud was a 
self-described “atheist”, “a godless medical man”, and “an infidel”. At age 82 he 
wrote, “Neither in my private life nor in my writings have I ever made a secret of 
being an out-and-out unbeliever.” (p. 37, The Question of God)  
 
 His argument for the illusion of God goes something like this. The purpose 
of civilization is to protect us against the ravages of nature. Natural disasters and 
human disease pose a threat to our existence. “There are elements which seem 
to mock at all human control: the earth, which quakes and is torn apart and 
buries all human life and its works; water, which deluges and drowns everything 
in a turmoil; storms, which blow everything before them; there are diseases, 
which we have only recently recognized as attacks by other organisms; and 
finally there is the painful riddle of death, against which no medicine has yet 
been found nor probably will be. When these forces of nature rise up against us, 
majestic, cruel, and inexorable, she brings to mind once more our weakness and 
helplessness, which we thought to escape through the work of civilization.” 
 
 Nature is an impersonal force over which we have no control. What to do? 
If we can personalize nature, then we can have some influence over it. Just as 
we can influence an angry person, so let’s personify nature and influence it the 
same way we would a person. We can plead for mercy; offer flattery and praise 
to get our way; pledge to provide a service or sacrifice; proffer a bribe. The way 
we personify nature and have an influence is that we attribute these forces to 
the gods or its higher form of religion, one big God we call monotheism.  
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 So we create God to fulfill three purposes: 
 
 a. to exorcise the terrors of nature 
 b. to reconcile ourselves to its cruelty of fate by saying, “It is God’s will.” 
 c. if things don’t go well in this life then we can at least say, it will go well 
in the next life.  
 
 Freud saw religion as a childish illusion out of which we would eventually 
grow. God in Freud’s estimation is nothing more than an exalted father figure. As 
children, we find comfort in a strong father who stands between us and dangers 
of this world. Freud wrote, “Psychoanalysis has shown us that a personal God is, 
psychologically, nothing other than an exalted father…” But even as we grow 
into adults we are still helpless and unprotected as we were in childhood, so we 
still face the world much like a child. God does not create us in His image; we 
create God in our parent’s image. God exists only in our minds as an illusion of 
safety in an unsafe world. God is simply the product of our need for security.  
 
 Many others have stated in other ways that God is no more than the 
projection of the highest human qualities or a deity of our own making. Freud 
predicted that as we gained knowledge and grew up that we would throw off this 
childish need for a god.  
 
 We could call this the psychology of theism. It is a psychological 
explanation of the need for God.  
 
 I want to respond to this challenge in two ways: 1. Just as there is a 
psychology of theism, there is equally a psychology of atheism. In other words, if 
there are good psychological reasons for believing in God, there are equally good 
psychological reasons for relieving oneself of a belief in God. 2. Secondly, just 
perhaps our wishes or desires are, in fact, longings for realities that do exist. 
Could our desire for God been placed there by God Himself? 
 
Psychology of Atheism 
 
 Just as there may be sound psychological reasons to invent God, there are 
equally strong psychological reasons for not wanting there to be a God. This 
argument cuts both ways.  
 
 In fact, the apostle Paul addresses this very issue in psychological terms. 
In Romans 1:18-20, Paul turns our question around, “If there is a God, why is 
there unbelief?” Why would Freud and the new atheists prefer not to believe in 
God? 
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 “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the 
godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 
since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it 
plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his 
eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from 
what has been made, so that men are without excuse.” (Romans 1:18-20).   
 
 Let’s look at this text backwards. Paul asserts in v. 19-20 that there is 
something that all people, without exception, know to be true. The celebrated 
British atheist and philosopher Bertrand Russell was once asked what he would 
say if he discovered, after death, that there is an afterlife. He pompously said 
that he would tell God, “Sir, you did not give me enough evidence.” Paul asserts 
here that every human being has sufficient evidence for the existence of God. 
“What can be known about God is plain to them.” But Paul, how is it plain? “For 
since the creation of the world God’s invisible nature—has been clearly seen, 
being understood from what has been made…so that all men are without 
excuse.” Everyone intuitively knows by looking at the creation and the highest 
order of creation, human beings, that there is a God.  
 
 There is a knowledge that is directly impressed upon our spirit that 
bypasses the normal rational means of deducing truth. Not all knowledge is 
scientific knowledge, as the new atheists would want us to believe. 
  
 What Paul is telling us about the knowledge of God coming through what 
He has created is wonderfully illustrated by then atheist and communist 
Whittaker Chambers. He left the communist party in 1938 and later exposed  
Alger Hiss as a fellow communist in the Congressional hearings of the late 
1940’s. In his book Witness he writes about the wonder of watching his daughter 
in a high chair: “She was the most miraculous thing that had ever happened in 
my life. I liked to watch her even when she smeared porridge on her face. My 
eye came to rest on the delicate convolutions of her ear—those intricate, perfect 
ears. The thought passed through my mind: ‘No, those ears are not created by 
chance coming together of atoms in nature. They could have been created only 
by immense design.’ The thought was involuntary and unwanted. I crowded it 
out of my mind. But I never wholly forgot it or the occasion…I did not know then 
that, at that moment, the finger of God was first laid upon my forehead.” What 
was the nature of this knowledge? It was direct and immediate impression upon 
his consciousness. God witnessed to him directly of his reality.  
 
 But if the knowledge of God is plain to all through what God has created, 
then what is the explanation for not believing in this God? What is the 
psychology of atheism? This leads us back v. 18, “For the wrath of God is 
revealed from heaven against all the ungodliness and wickedness of men who 
suppress the truth by their wickedness…” What might be the psychological 
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reasons for dismissing a belief in God? Paul essentially says that every human 
being made in God’s image is in rebellion against God and intuitively knows that 
there is a Holy God who is opposed to our wickedness and sinfulness to whom 
we are accountable and it scares the daylights out of us. 
 
 Paul says that left to ourselves without the covering of the forgiveness of 
Jesus Christ, we stand exposed before a Holy God. “The wrath of God is revealed 
from heaven”. What is the wrath of God? It is not God having some hissy-fit, 
flying off the handle as if out of control. No, the wrath of God is the “holy 
revulsion of God’s being against that which is a contradiction to his holiness.” 
How is the wrath revealed? The same way that knowledge of God is revealed—
directly to our hearts. We all know somewhere deep within that we as moral 
beings are accountable to a Holy God. What is our reaction? Paul uses 
psychological language, doesn’t he? We “suppress the truth by our wickedness”.    
 
 Actually, I believe, a better translation would be here that we “repress” 
the truth. We push the truth of God from our consciousness. We press down the  
truth of down into our unconscious mind. God is such a trauma in his holiness 
and such a threat to expose our sinfulness, that we push the thought of God 
deep beneath the surface of our lives and live as if there is no God.  
 
 Just think of the experience of the prophet Isaiah, when God unveiled his 
hiddenness and made known his glory when Isaiah encountered Him in the 
temple. Isaiah enters the temple and suddenly sees these six-winged creatures 
called Seraphim floating above him announcing, “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord 
God Almighty, the whole earth is fully of his glory.” At the sound of their voices 
the entire temple shakes with the doorposts and thresholds threatening to crash 
down around him. Have you ever been amidst the forces of nature that threaten 
to crush you? Have ever been in the midst of a power over which you had no 
control that could take your life? Lily and I have lived through many an 
earthquake in California, and had a home within 10 miles of the epicenter of the 
Loma Prieta earthquake that shook the San Francisco Bay area and brought the 
1989 World Series to a halt. I have some sense of what Isaiah was experiencing 
here.  
 
 What was Isaiah’s reaction to this presence of a Holy God? He started to 
dis-integrate. He felt his life was coming apart at the seams. He couldn’t hold it 
together. “Woe is me!” Literally, “Oh Vey ist meer!” “I am ruined! For I am a 
man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, for my eyes have 
seen the King, the Lord Almighty.” You don’t want the Holy God revealing His 
majesty to sinful being! We can’t handle it.  
 
 The apostle Peter in the New Testament in Luke 5 had a similar 
experience to Isaiah’s. You might recall that Jesus asked Peter, a fisherman, to 
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put out his nets after he had fished all night and caught nothing. Peter is a bit 
exasperated because he is tired and had already washed and put his nets up to 
dry. But because it is Jesus who is making this request he reluctantly accedes. 
You can hear in his tone of voice that he thinks Jesus should stick to preaching 
and he will handle the fishing. Yet as soon as the nets hit water it is as if all the 
fish in the Sea of Galilee have decided that their time is up so that two nets are 
filled to the brim and almost sink the boats in the process. Peter has heard many 
a fish story, but had never seen or heard of anything like this. He knows He is in 
the presence of a supernatural being. Like Isaiah, Peter is inwardly conflicted. He 
bounds out of his boat and comes running to the shore, falling down at Jesus’ 
feet, while pushing him away says, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O 
Lord.”  
 
 I love R. C. Sproul’s question, which is a direct retort to Freud: Why would 
the Biblical writers invent a God “whose holiness is more terrifying than the 
forces of nature that provoked them to invent a God in the first place?”  
 
 Why might an atheist have a self interest rejecting such a traumatic God? 
Because without God we are autonomous and do not have to be morally 
accountable, that’s why. Sometimes atheists allow their own honesty to betray 
them. Aldous Huxley once admitted, “The philosophy of meaninglessness was 
essentially an instrument of liberation. The liberation was desired…liberation 
from a certain system of morality. We objected to morality because it interfered 
with our sexual freedom.” (p. 266, D’Souza) 
 
 Dinesh D’Souza has drawn the powerful conclusion in his wonderful book, 
What’s So Great About Christianity? “If you want to live a degenerate life, God is 
your mortal enemy. He represents a lethal danger to your selfishness, greed, 
lechery and hatred. It is in your interest to despise Him and do whatever you can 
to rid the universe of His presence. When an atheist gives elaborate justifications 
for why God does not exist and why traditional morality is an illusion, he is very 
likely thinking of his sex organs.” (p. 267, D’Souza) 
 
 Are there psychological reasons for not believing in God, a psychology of 
atheism? Absolutely. In fact you could say, that atheism is not as much of an 
intellectual revolt as it is a moral one. Atheists don’t find God invisible as much 
as objectionable. “They are not adjusting their desires to the truth, but rather 
the truth to fit their desires.” (p. 272, D’Souza) 
 
 So let me tell you the story of Charlie. Charlie has decided that he is tired 
of working. He just doesn’t want to get up each day and face the rigors of a 
work life. He’s done with this labor and toil. So he announces to his wife Mabel 
that he is, in fact, dead. After all dead men can’t go to work. Mabel is convinced 
that Charlie has a bolt loose in the brain and therefore convinces him to see a 
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psychiatrist. The psychiatrist decides to take a logical approach to Charlie in 
order to convince him that he is not dead. So he attempts to get Charlie to agree 
to the premise that dead men don’t bleed. Yes, Charlie agrees, “Dead men don’t 
bleed.” The psychiatrist takes Charlie on a field trip to the local medical school to 
see the cadavers. Dead men don’t bleed. They read the appropriate portions of a 
medical text that asserts that dead men don’t bleed. Finally, the moment of truth 
comes. The psychiatrist takes a sharp object and puts a knick in Charlie’s finger. 
A red liquid oozes forth. Charlie looks at his finger, and utters, “My God, dead 
people do bleed after all.” Against all the evidence of God in creation, there can 
be good psychological reasons for holding onto our view of things. This is 
exactly, what the Scripture asserts.  
 
 “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all the godlessness 
[opposition to the majesty of God] and wickedness [attack on the righteousness 
of God] of men who “put a shroud over the truth” [The Message], “who 
repress and hinder the truth and make it inoperative” [Amplified Bible], 
“who crush the truth” [Contemporary English Version], who hold down the 
truth and push it out of our consciousness [Ogden Version].” Unless we are 
ready to come clean before God and receive the forgiveness purchased by Jesus 
Christ on the cross, we stand condemned before a Holy God. Unless we are 
willing to admit our desperate need, God will remain a trauma to us. But as soon 
as we come to the truth about ourselves and place our trust in Christ’s 
substitutionary work on the cross, mercy flows to us. This is the experience that 
believers have had through the ages.   
 
 Let me conclude this message with the witness of another atheist who in 
his earlier years also wanted No One to whom he would be held accountable. 
During his atheist period, C. S. Lewis had a deep-seated wish to be left alone. 
Through the witness of colleagues he was led to read the Old and New 
Testament. In his autobiography, Surprised by Joy, that recounts his conversion 
he wrote, “No word in my vocabulary expressed deeper hatred than the word 
Interference.” The God he read about in the Bible was in his estimation a 
“transcendental interferer.” As we know Lewis became the greatest defender of 
the Christian faith in the 20th century and he still speaks through his writings 
today. 
 
 Lewis turned Freud’s argument on its head. Just because we wish for 
something does not rule out its existence, but might well be the evidence for it. 
This is a point that Dan made in one of his first messages in this series as 
evidence for the existence of God. What eventually drew Lewis to faith was a 
deep-seated desire for “joy”, which he found in connection to His Creator and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Lewis notes, “Creatures are not born with desires unless 
satisfaction for those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a 
thing as food. A duckling wants to swim: well, there is such a thing as water. 
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People have sexual desire: there is such a thing as sex.” If we have an inborn 
desire to have a connection with our Creator, just maybe that desire was placed 
there by the Creator Himself. And this Creator has not left us without witness of 
Himself—through the Created order; through a sense of right and wrong, we call 
morality; and ultimately and completely through the presence of His Son, Jesus 
Christ, the revelation of God to us. The writer of Hebrews says, “In these last 
days God has spoken to us by His Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, an 
through whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and 
the exact representation of His being…” (Hebrews 1:2-3).  
 
 God has wondrously given us the desires of our heart in relationship with 
Christ, but these desires can never be fully met in this life. As Lewis says, “We 
can never fully mingle with the pleasures we see.” But this must mean that that 
these incomplete desires will only find fulfillment in another world. There is a real 
thing to come that has only been aroused by the longings for a complete union 
with God.  
 
 We started with the assumption that there is a “God who is there” and 
that the intent of Creator was for us to have a relationship with this God. And 
our God has taken the initiative to come to us in a way we can comprehend. God 
has placed within us a desire to be complete in no other way than to come to 
encounter and experience the God who has revealed Himself in Jesus Christ.  
 
 Have you responded to those longings? Are some of you sensing stirrings, 
a coming alive to a discovery that there is a God who knows you and is drawing 
you into His heart? Even the atheist Bertrand Russell expressed his longing for 
God perhaps unknowingly, when he wrote, “The center of me is always and 
eternally a terrible pain—a curious wild pain—a searching for something beyond 
what the world contains.” I want to give those who have not been able to name 
these longings, a chance to say, “The hole that has been in our heart was placed 
their by God Himself. The God-shaped vacuum can only be filled by Him. We 
wish for God who has placed those wishes within us.”  
 
 Please pray with me and express your longings to know your Creator. 
 
 Dear Lord, I sense an incompleteness in my spirit. I know that there is 
something that has been missing. Now I know that something is You. I am in 
need of a Savior for I recognize that I have rebelled against a Holy God and have 
attempted to be my own god. How foolish that is. I ask that Jesus Christ would 
forgive my sin and put a new heart within me and come to live within me. I want 
to know you Lord and be complete in you. Through Jesus Christ I pray. Amen. 


