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CS Lewis and the Concept of First and Second Things

C.S. Lewis, a renowned writer and scholar, is celebrated for his profound insights into the human
experience, morality, and spirituality. One of his most significant contributions to philosophical and
theological discourse is the concept of first and second things. This idea is rooted in Lewis's belief that
prioritizing one's pursuits and desires can lead to a more meaningful and fulfilling life. In this article,
we will delve deeply into the essence of Lewis's philosophy, exploring its implications, applications,
and relevance in contemporary society.

Understanding First and Second Things

C.S. Lewis articulates the distinction between first and second things in his essay “First and Second
Things.” He argues that first things are those that should be prioritized above all else, while second
things are lesser pursuits that, when sought independently, can lead to dissatisfaction and
disillusionment.

Definitions

1. First Things: These are the ultimate goals or values in life that provide true meaning and fulfillment.
For Lewis, first things encompass spiritual pursuits, relationships, and the quest for a greater
understanding of God. They are foundational to human existence and contribute to overall well-being.

2. Second Things: These refer to the various desires, ambitions, and material concerns that people
often prioritize. Examples include wealth, fame, and success. While these may bring temporary
satisfaction, Lewis argues that when pursued as ends in themselves, they can lead to spiritual
emptiness.

Lewis's Perspective on Prioritization

Lewis emphasizes the importance of proper prioritization in life. He famously asserts that when
individuals seek first things, they often find that second things are added to them. Conversely, if one
chases after second things, they risk losing both. This principle resonates with the biblical teaching
found in Matthew 6:33, which encourages believers to seek first the kingdom of God and His
righteousness.

The Implications of First and Second Things

The implications of Lewis's first and second things concept extend beyond personal spirituality,
influencing ethical decision-making, interpersonal relationships, and societal structures.



Personal Spiritual Growth

- Nurturing Relationships: By prioritizing first things, individuals can cultivate deeper connections with
others, fostering love, compassion, and understanding. This creates a supportive community that
encourages spiritual growth.

- Finding Purpose: Focusing on first things allows individuals to discover their true purpose in life. This
exploration often leads to a more profound sense of fulfillment and joy.

- Resisting Temptations: Understanding the distinction between first and second things can help
individuals resist the allure of materialism and superficial desires, leading to a more authentic life.

Ethical Decision-Making

Lewis’s insights also have significant implications for ethical decision-making:

1. Moral Clarity: When individuals prioritize first things, they develop a clearer moral compass that
guides their actions. This moral clarity enables them to distinguish right from wrong more effectively.

2. Long-Term Vision: Prioritizing first things fosters a long-term perspective, encouraging individuals
to make choices that align with their core values rather than succumbing to short-term gains.

3. Community Responsibility: When individuals pursue first things, they often become more attuned
to the needs of their communities, fostering a sense of responsibility and stewardship.

Interpersonal Relationships

- Depth Over Superficiality: By focusing on first things, individuals can cultivate deeper, more
meaningful relationships rather than shallow connections based on mutual self-interest.

- Forgiveness and Grace: Prioritizing first things encourages individuals to practice forgiveness and
extend grace to others, recognizing the inherent value of every person.

- Shared Values: Relationships rooted in first things often feature shared values, leading to greater
harmony and understanding among individuals.

Challenges in Embracing First Things

While the concept of first and second things offers a powerful framework for living a fulfilling life,
embracing this philosophy is not without challenges.



Societal Pressures

In a society that often glorifies material success and individualism, individuals may find it difficult to
prioritize first things. The pressure to conform to societal expectations can lead to a misalignment of
values.

Internal Conflicts

- Desires vs. Values: Individuals may experience internal conflicts between their desires for second
things and their understanding of first things. This struggle can lead to stress and discontent.

- Fear of Missing Out (FOMO): In an age of social media and constant connectivity, the fear of missing
out can exacerbate the desire for second things, pulling individuals away from their true priorities.

Practical Steps to Prioritize First Things

To effectively prioritize first things, individuals can adopt several practical strategies:

1. Reflection and Self-Examination: Regularly take time to reflect on personal values and priorities.
Journaling can be an effective tool for this process.

2. Setting Boundaries: Establish boundaries around time and energy to protect the pursuit of first
things. This may involve saying no to certain commitments that distract from core values.

3. Cultivating Community: Surround oneself with like-minded individuals who prioritize first things.
Engaging in discussions and activities that foster spiritual growth can reinforce these values.

4. Mindfulness Practices: Incorporate mindfulness practices, such as meditation or prayer, to cultivate
awareness of what truly matters in life.

5. Continuous Learning: Engage with literature, philosophy, and theology that deepen understanding
of first things and inspire personal growth.

The Relevance of Lewis's Philosophy Today

C.S. Lewis's concept of first and second things remains relevant in today’s world, where many grapple
with the complexities of modern life. As societal values shift and materialism prevails, Lewis's insights
offer a guiding light for those seeking deeper meaning.

Application in Contemporary Issues

1. Consumerism: In a consumer-driven society, prioritizing first things can counteract the pervasive



materialism that often leads to dissatisfaction.

2. Mental Health: Many individuals struggle with anxiety and depression in an achievement-oriented
culture. Focusing on first things can provide solace and purpose, contributing to overall mental well-
being.

3. Social Justice: As society becomes increasingly aware of social justice issues, the call to prioritize
first things can inspire collective action rooted in compassion and empathy.

Conclusion

In conclusion, C.S. Lewis's insights on first and second things offer a powerful framework for
navigating the complexities of life. By prioritizing first things—those pursuits that lead to true
fulfillment and spiritual growth—individuals can cultivate a more meaningful existence. As we grapple
with societal pressures and internal conflicts, Lewis's philosophy serves as a reminder of the
importance of aligning our desires with our core values. By embracing this distinction, we can
navigate life's challenges with purpose and integrity, ultimately leading to a richer, more fulfilling life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are 'first things' and 'second things' according to C.S.
Lewis?

'First things' refer to essential priorities and values, such as God and spiritual fulfillment, while
'second things' encompass worldly concerns and desires, such as success and material possessions.

How does C.S. Lewis suggest we prioritize 'first things' over
'second things'?

C.S. Lewis argues that when we focus on 'first things', we often receive 'second things' as a
byproduct. Conversely, prioritizing 'second things' leads to losing both.

What is the significance of C.S. Lewis's concept of ‘first things'
in contemporary society?

Lewis's concept emphasizes the importance of spiritual and moral values in a world often driven by
materialism, encouraging individuals to seek deeper meaning in their lives.

Can you provide an example of 'first things' in everyday life?

Examples of 'first things' include love, community, faith, and personal integrity, which guide how we
interact with others and make decisions.



How do 'first things' relate to personal happiness, according
to Lewis?

Lewis posits that true happiness arises from pursuing 'first things', suggesting that fulfillment comes
from aligning our lives with higher values rather than transient pleasures.

What literary works by C.S. Lewis discuss 'first things' and
'second things'?

Lewis explores these concepts in essays such as 'First and Second Things' as well as in his other
works like "The Abolition of Man' and 'Mere Christianity'.

How does the concept of ‘first things' challenge modern
consumer culture?

Lewis's idea challenges consumer culture by advocating for a focus on spiritual and ethical values
over material accumulation, promoting a more meaningful and balanced life.

What impact has C.S. Lewis's discussion of 'first things' had
on Christian thought?

Lewis's discussion has influenced Christian thought by promoting a holistic understanding of faith,
encouraging believers to prioritize God and spiritual commitments above all else.
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