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Chapter 3
Pursuing Your Greatest Pleasure
Getting Comfortable with Spiritual Joy

On a scale of natural emotion, where “0” equals the emotions of a door knob and “10” equals tears, cheers, screams and passion like Niagara Falls, I’m probably about a “5.” A few things in life will propel me up to an “8”—like hitting a forehand smash in table tennis at game point, or watching a tear-jerker movie—but most of the time, I’m pretty analytical. Take gifts, for example. When my wife, Cathy, opens a present she likes, the world can hear her. (Okay, I exaggerate a bit.) When I open a present, she has to settle for a sincere “Thank you” and a smile.


When I was a teen there was one book of the Bible I had a hard time connecting with—the Psalms. They seemed way too emotional for me. I was more interested in what was true. Give me solid doctrine. Something to ponder and think about. Something to “believe” in. 


But of course, Christians are to “rejoice evermore!” So we would regularly hear a songleader exhort us, “Let’s smile as we sing this next verse!” At the time this seemed like a reasonable thing to encourage, given the expressionless faces around me. But as I reflect upon this 40 years later, I can’t help but believe that the reason so few were truly happy was because their primary joy as a Christian was limited to what they would get one day—heaven—and not what was happening in their lives day to day. 


It wasn’t until I went to college and encountered the spirited emotion of a charismatic house church that God began to chip away at my cerebral religion. It took many visits to that basement community to bring my walls down, but their sincerity and love finally got through to my heart. Reading Judson Cornwall’s Let us Praise further weakened my “this is just the way I’m wired” argument as I saw numerous biblical references to spiritual emotion—often commanded by God. I began to see the truth that joy was God’s intent for all. And even people with melancholy or phlegmatic personalities and people with left-brain oriented minds like mine could actually enjoy God! 


I know many Christians who know little joy in God, but they know great joy in what this world offers. On the other hand I know Christians who are quite happy in church worship gatherings (especially when the music touches their soul!) and thank God for every blessing they have, but whose joy falls apart in the normal pressures of their daily personal lives. I don’t know if you identify with any of these categories, but I invite you to join me in the pursuit of joy in God!

Created for Joy


When the writers of the Westminster Shorter Catechism wanted to sum up the purpose of human beings on earth, they condensed the teaching of Scripture with these words: "The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever." We have already affirmed the first phrase—we are here to know and show the greatness of God in our lives. Now we ask what happens when we live this God-centered, God-glorifying life? What happens when we place God’s agenda over ours, and God’s fame over ours? The answer is that we discover that it’s good! We actually enjoy it! Or, specifically, we enjoy Him!


 When an angel appeared to some common shepherds on a Judean hillside 2000 years ago announcing the coming of Jesus, it was to announce joy. 

“I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people” (Luke 2:10). 

Note that’s great joy—joy that lasts past the last worship song. And it will be for all the people—not just certain personality types. (Even personalities like mine!)


So what is the source of this joy? “Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:11). Matthew makes it more specific, “. . . he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). This means we are delivered from all that sin enslaves us to, which means we’re saved from sin’s power, presence and penalty. As we’ve seen in Chapter 1, it’s a full salvation!


But it’s not just what God saves us from. It’s what God saves us to! Soon a throng of heralding angels joined that first angel and together they proclaimed to the shepherds, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests” (Luke 2:14). So we are saved to “peace.” This is really great news for all those who know the stresses of living day after day on this earth! We are also saved to God’s “favor”—which is very good news for those who are quite aware that they fall short daily of God’s holy standards. 


These are only two examples, taken from the Christmas narratives. The Scriptures are filled with these “from” and “to” couplets of salvation. Each time we see them we have fresh reasons to have “great joy” and “enjoy him forever.” 
 
So we should go through life expecting joy—not being surprised by it:

· Psalm 16:11 "You have made known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand." 

· Psalm 19:8 “The precepts of the LORD are right, giving joy to the heart.”

· Psalm 43:4 “Then will I go to the altar of God, to God, my joy and my delight.”

· Nehemiah 8:10 “Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.”


Joy is to be ours both here in this life and in the one to come. It’s as basic to our created identity as breathing. To not be joyful indicates that something is very wrong.

Joy and Happiness

Before we go any further, we need to address a common distinction made in Christian circles. That is between joy and happiness. It’s common to hear Christians refer to happiness as a response to circumstantial pleasure—like getting a pay raise or giving birth to a new baby—whereas joy is independent of circumstances. So in this way of thinking, happiness is secular and joy is spiritual. 

I began questioning this distinction a few years ago. In my investigation I discovered that the Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines “happiness” as “a state of well-being and contentment” and it defines “joy” as “a feeling of happiness that comes from success, good fortune or a sense of well-being.” There seemed to be no clear distinction between these two words.   


But did the Bible make a distinction between happiness and joy? There are three primary Greek words used in the New Testament used to express joy or happiness. (1) “Chara” implies well-being and physical comfort. Strongs Greek Dictionary defines “chara” as “calm delight.” This is the most common word in the NT for joy. (2) “Euphrosyne” implies a subjective feeling, especially in times of celebration. And (3) “agalliasis” refers to the outward expression of joy, especially in worship. 

Each of these could be used to describe circumstantial joy and each could be used to describe spiritually rooted joy. In fact, the New International Version of the Bible translates “chara” as “happiness” in Matthew 25:21 and 2 Corinthians 7:9. An example of how the Old Testament sees the two is in Psalm 68:3. 

“But may the righteous be glad and rejoice before God; may they be happy and joyful.” (Simiarly in Ecclesiastes 3:12‑13.)

Both happiness and joy can be the result of knowing God. So I am going to use these words interchangeably and not apologize for being happy in God! Both happiness and joy are expressions of being satisfied, delighted and pleased in him. 
 Joy: A Longing Fulfilled

  
The fact is, however, we aren’t always joyful. Life is hard. And our emotions reflect that reality. A friend of mine called his two-year state “spog” because it felt like a spiritual fog. Joy was hard to come by during this time. For some people this lack of joy can spiral down even further, all the way to depression. 


I’ve pondered why this occurs. What’s going on in my world that causes these mood changes—apart from any organic/chemical causes that some people may need to consider? This is important to know because if I don’t know what’s causing it, I’ll flounder about with no cure, and often with little hope. But if I’ve been created for joy, then I must not merely accept emotional dullness or constant discouragement as normal!

I have found two verses in Proverbs helpful in understanding the nature of joy: 

“Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but a longing fulfilled is a tree of life.” (Proverbs 13:12)

 “A longing fulfilled is sweet to the soul...” (Proverbs 13:19)   


Though these verses don’t speak explicitly about joy, they elude to it. It’s that “calm delight” that the Greek “chara” refers to. So I think it’s reasonable to say that joy is a longing fulfilled.

Think about some time when you were happy or full of joy. Isn’t it because some longing had just been satisfied? Someone complimented you—satisfying your longing for worth. The sun was shining—satisfying your longing for light and warmth after a string of cloudy days. A project at work turned out well—fulfilling your longing for accomplishment. Your child hugged you spontaneously—fulfilling your longing for love. The deeper the longing, the greater the joy is when it’s satisfied. 


The same thing applies to joy in God. If joy is the fulfillment of a longing, then it follows that for us to be joyful and happy in God, two things must happen: First we must identify those longings that God has promised to satisfy. And second, we must pursue the fulfillment of those longings in God.

What are those longings that God wants to satisfy and therefore result in joy? Here are three major ones:
· The longing for significance, worth, meaning and purpose. We want our lives to count for something. At the end of the day—especially at the end of our lives—we want to look back and believe that we have made a difference; that it was good to be alive. 

· The longing to be loved, appreciated, accepted, cared for and encouraged. We want someone out there to take interest in us and come alongside us in our times of need. We long to have someone pick us up when we fall, counsel us when we are confused, comfort us when we are hurting, befriend us when we are lonely, accept us when we fail, and find us enjoyable to spend time with.

· The longing for security, safety and protection. The world is a risky world at times. And we long to live life without fear and worry, knowing that our deepest fears will not come to pass. We want to know that things will really be okay. 


I’m indebted to the writings of pastor and theologian John Piper for his extensive treatments on this subject of joy. His little book, The Dangerous Duty of Delight is an accessible condensation of his larger work, Desiring God. In both he presents the biblical case that joy is not just the bi-product of the Christian life—it’s our God-given goal. 


He cites a number of reasons for this conviction, but his quotations of Blaise Pascal, the 17th century French Christian philosopher and mathematician, are particularly enlightening. “All men seek happiness,” Pascal writes. “This is without exception. Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end. The cause of some going to war and of others avoiding it, is the same desire in both, attended with different views. The will never takes the least step but to this object (of happiness). This is the motive of every action of every man, even of those who hang themselves.”
 

Perhaps you’ll need to think about this for a few minutes to confirm it in your own life, but I think you’ll see it’s true. The reason you’re reading this book is to pursue happiness, whether you’re reading it because you want to grow spiritually, or because you want to please a friend who gave it to you, or because you found it laying on a coffee table and you had nothing better to do. It’s all motivated out of some pleasure for yourself. 


Of course, this doesn’t mean everyone finds the kind of happiness they are seeking. It merely means that the pursuit of happiness is inherent in every human being. It’s part of the image we share with God, for God himself pursues his own pleasure at all times. One example of this is Psalm 115:3, “Our God is in heaven; he does whatever pleases him.” 

Perhaps using the word “happiness” as a synonym for “joy” isn’t comfortable to you and that’s okay. I agree that it would seem somewhat strange to say you’re pursuing happiness when you’re yelling at your 5-year old for making your living room wall into impressionistic “art.” But my primary goal here is to help us see that behind all our actions is the pursuit of pleasure at some level. And at the root is the pursuit of happiness/joy.   


Our natural inclination is to pursue the satisfaction of particular longings: to feel good about ourselves, to be like by others, to complete a task well (or quickly), to avoid conflict, to say what’s on our mind, etc. The unfortunate thing, however, is that most people aren’t even aware of the deepest longings that propel them toward happiness. They see only the surface, where longings for a steak dinner, a vacation at the beach, a pay raise, new clothes, or winning a championship are what drive them. 


But you don’t need God to pursue these longings. They’re readily available without him. Which is why God seems so irrelevant to so many people. Who needs God when you can get happiness without him?!


I teach an online discipleship course and one of my assignments to my students is to interview several nonChristians and ask a series of questions about why they have not been attracted to Jesus. A common response given is that they have no need for him. Life is fine without God. Their longings are substantially met—which means either they haven’t allowed themselves to face their deepest longings, or they have faced their deepest longings and have resigned themselves to the fact that nothing can or will ever fulfill them. Denial or despair.     


Until we recognize that our shallow longings for such things as money, power and sexual excitement can never be sufficiently satisfied, and until we recognize that our deepest longings for significance, love and security can be satisfied, we will keep eating at the wrong tables of delights. And it has the potential of killing us if we’re not careful. 

Delighted in God

So if we’ve been created for happiness, and if, in fact, we actually pursue it without even trying(!), then what’s most important isn’t that we must pursue happiness. It’s that we must pursue the right kind of happiness—and for the right reasons. Essentially we have two choices: To pursue happiness/joy in God, or to pursue happiness/joy apart from God. It all comes down to this. It’s the Fork in the Road.


Let’s say someone hurts you deeply. You will have two very different choices. If you pursue your happiness in God, you will choose to find God’s love sufficient for you and you will delight in offering forgiveness to this person. If, on the other hand, you choose to find your happiness apart from God, you will pursue the joy of bitterness and giving this person the cold shoulder. (Yes, there is a kind of joy in these things!)


We must also recognize something else here. Choosing between these two options—God and not God—can sometimes mean doing the same thing but with a different attitude. For example, you may put money in a church offering plate for two very different joy reasons. Your heart may be pursuing your happiness in God (and therefore you delight in the advancement of the kingdom of God that your money will bring), or your heart may be pursuing your happiness apart from God (and therefore you do it to please some inner sense of duty you have, or maybe to keep your spouse happy, or maybe to impress others). Same action, but different joy-pursuit reasons.

I love this text from Psalm 37. It helps us pursue the joy that is found in God: 

“Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart.” (Psalm 37:4) 

The order here is critical. God is first. Always. Our longings must find fulfillment in him. There’s nothing wrong with delighting in a new sofa, a song by a favorite artist, or a compliment. But if our fundamental delight isn’t in the God who satisfies our deepest longings for significance, love and security, then these earthly delights actually become idolatrous in our hearts. They act as substitutes for the primary satisfaction of our souls in God. “Delight yourself in the Lord. . .” 


Proverbs 28:26 says, “He who trusts in himself is a fool, but he who walks in wisdom is kept safe.” So if we look to a safe neighborhood, retirement accounts, therapy sessions, a strong military, and our own hands and mind to give us security rather than the God who saves and keeps, then we have become fools. And if we are looking for direction in life from government, bosses, spouses, favorite authors, our own passions, etc.—instead of seeing God as our Lord and Leader—then we have again become fools. 

Our basic longings are to be met by God. This means we are to pursue the things God gives, and we are to pursue them with a heart that honors him. So enjoy that chocolate mint ice cream cone. Delight in that TV show that captures your imagination. Rejoice in your wife (or husband) as Proverbs 5:18 says we should! But delight in them as gifts from God and submitted to God. And by all means don’t stop there.


Press on to know the fullness of life that Jesus brings: the fruit and gifts of the Spirit, the beauty of God’s holiness, the sweetness of confessing sin to a God of grace, the power of his love to you—and through you to others. This is joy! Discover the longings of your soul that only are met by encountering him.
“My soul finds rest in God alone; my salvation comes from him” (Psalm 62:1). 

“As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When can I go and meet with God” (Psalm 42:1-2)?


One of my heroes from church history is George Mueller, the director of the orphanage in England that ministered to hundreds of children without asking any person for money. His first wife died after 40 years of marriage and then, after two years of marriage to Susannah, she developed typhoid fever. Her health plummeted and death was expected. He wrote these words in his journal: “I was enabled, through my knowledge of God, to take this cup out of the hands of my heavenly Father, as the best thing for me under the circumstances. I delighted myself in God. I was satisfied with his dealings with me, being assured that much good would come out of this to me.”
 


Mueller’s delight was in the work of God in him, even in the face of possibly losing one of his earthly longings—a wonderful wife. George Mueller had it right.


In Jesus( closing words to his disciples a few days before his death, he spoke several times about joy: 

“I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete” (John 15:11). 

And to his Father he prayed, “I am coming to you now, but I say these things while I am still in the world, so that they may have the full measure of my joy within them” (John 17:13). 
“Complete” joy. “Full measure” of joy! This is no “come to church and sing a favorite upbeat song” joy. This joy isn’t based on how well the pastor delivered the morning sermon and whether he was funny, personal, practical or “meaty.” This joy is based in spiritual realities, where God satisfies substantial longings. 


So what are “these things” that Jesus says enable joy? Many statements in those chapters could be cited, but I think the following two capture the heart of what Jesus is referring to: “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me” (John 14:1). “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father's commands and remain in his love” (John 15:9). 

From the beginning of God’s covenant to Israel (“Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare”—Isaiah 55:2), through the promises of Jesus, and right up until today, joy has been consistently found in a love relationship with God that shows itself by trust and obedience to what he has promised and commanded. We will look at this further in future chapters, but for now we must see that this orientation of all of life under the love and rule of God is the necessary beginning of joy.   
Counterfeits and Barriers to Joy

Depending on Common Grace.  One of the greatest hindrances to finding happiness in God is misinterpreting what his various blessings mean. Our addiction to earthly pleasures sets us up for the age-old problem of worshiping God’s gifts rather than God himself. 


Thanksgiving holidays are a good example of this. The typical Christian family is thankful for “my family, our home, my health, and the freedom we have in America.” But these are the same things most American Muslim or Buddhist families—even atheist families—are thankful for. One need not be a Christian to be a recipient of “common grace”, which are general blessings God gives to most inhabitants of Planet Earth. 

“He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.” Matthew 5:45 


Larry Crabb points this out in many of his writings. In The Pressure’s Off, Crabb says, “We’re never more deceived than when we think we’re living for God but in fact are living for His blessings.”
 The danger here is that when particular blessings are no longer present (either because they are removed, or because we may go to live in a country where these particular blessings never existed), then we begin to doubt God’s love—and we lose our joy. The ironic thing about this, of course, is that the very countries to which some Christians might move and lose their joy—because there is no TV, no electricity for hair blowers, no flush toilets, no supermarket choices, no microwaves, no social security, etc.—are the very same countries whose national Christians are filled with joy! Something is, indeed, wrong with this picture.


The problem is that we have lost the simplicity of happiness in God and his promise to meet our basic needs, and we have substituted an individual-based, money-based, entertainment-based lifestyle that has nothing to do with the joy Jesus spoke about. In fact, many of our “blessings” are not given to us at all by God. They have been grabbed and bought by us!


The result is that spiritual joy has often been counterfeited by earthly joy. And the American church has, to a great extent, bought the deception. We have a hard time imagining joy apart from the “blessings” of a capitalistic, free enterprise economy, or apart from the “blessings” of democracy. 


I put these words in quotes because though they include benefits to the follower of Jesus, they also hold great risks as well. The “pursuit of happiness” may be an inalienable right, and freedom may be a cherished value, but when people’s minds and hearts are no longer tied to God, these pursuits will most certainly drift in the direction of whatever prevailing morality may be strongest at the time! And it is unlikely to glorify God. 


Delayed Blessings.  We must also acknowledge that some of God’s blessings are painfully slow in coming—which causes us to look for happiness from sources that give us more immediate pleasure. One example of this delayed pleasure is in God’s promise of tangible blessings. 


For example, in Hebrews 11 Abraham is praised for obeying God in going to the promised land even though Abraham never saw the promises of the promised land. What gave Abraham joy? He “was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (vs. 10). In other words, by faith he was looking forward to heaven. That’s quite a delayed blessing!


So some tangible blessings will have to wait—even until heaven. In this “possibly delayed until heaven” category we would also put perfect physical health (2 Corinthians 5:1-2) and perfectly loving and united relationships (Mark 10:29-30). Life may not always be pretty here on earth, even for Jesus’ disciples. (Or shall we say especially for Jesus’ disciples, in light of such texts as Acts 14:2, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God?”) So many blessings are delayed.


Joy must be found beyond such blessings as the expertise of modern medicine and the hope of permanent marriage vows—as wonderful as these are. God isn’t handcuffed and gagged when difficult things like terminal illnesses and shattered marriages occur. He’s not fretting over how in the world he will possibly make something good come out of these tragedies. 


He’s still there, eager to pour out himself to any who seek him with all their heart (Romans 8:28). It’s just that the expression of joy we may be seeking will have to wait a few years or more, and we will likely need to realign our joy pursuit to deeper things—things God has promised to satisfy now.


Effort is Required.  Let’s be honest. Some of God’s spiritual blessings that bring happiness are not as easily accessible as an entertaining movie or a fun shopping spree. The happiness God promises can often require work (which often goes against the grain of our concept of the “good life”). Contentment in an unfulfilling marriage is work. Resisting self-condemnation requires effort. 


What kind of work? The work of faith in the promises and character of God. The work of repentance, and holiness, and love. Yes, they are enabled by the Spirit, but the surrender of mind and heart that releases them still requires spiritual effort. It doesn’t surprise us, then, to find our hearts attracted to sources of joy that are sometimes more immediate, even if they don’t last very long, and even if they dishonor God.  These temptations require effort to resist—effort of mind and heart and faith. 


Suffering.  One further hindrance to happiness is the presence of suffering. How is it possible to be happy when we are also in pain? When a spouse stops communicating, when a child contracts a life-threatening disease, when a church goes through a crisis, these are not joyful events. They rightfully deserve sorrow, for they cause God sorrow, too (Genesis 6:6).


Life is filled with suffering and we must understand something very important here: suffering is not a hindrance to joy. In fact, according to the Bible, suffering can make us even more sensitive to deeper joy. 


In the midst of the apostle Paul’s persecution and terrible trials, he says he was 

“sorrowful, yet always rejoicing . . . having nothing, and yet possessing everything” (2 Corinthians 6:10). 

The pain is still painful. It doesn’t disappear. But we can still be joyful! Why? Because God is in us, with us and for us! Our love-relationship with him, his formation of godly character and faith in us, our expressions of love to others, and our hope of heaven all work together to give us joy even when painful things happen. 

God’s answer to delayed blessings and suffering is that he has given us his Spirit as a down payment. In the words of 2 Corinthians 5:5, “Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.” Yes, the best is yet to come, but the taste we get now is very, very significant! It’s so significant that when we taste it, we know the full banquet is a sure thing!  


To summarize this section on counterfeit joys: we must be diligent about constantly submitting our longings to God. Why? Because our hearts are so easily inclined to be captured by self-serving pursuits rather than God-glorifying pursuits. Until God captures our hearts, the people and circumstances of this world will rob us of our joy every day.


So submit your longings to God and, when necessary, let him change them, soften them, or re-adjust expectations about them. We will know when we have the real thing, and not a counterfeit, because joy that is found in God—and not just his gifts—can never be taken from us (John 16:22)!

The Satisfaction of Being a Disciple of Jesus and Glorifying God

It’s time for us to pull these first three chapters together. We have seen that we have been created for joy, and that joy is found in a loving, trusting relationship with God himself. All people pursue happiness. But it’s the follower of Jesus who is best equipped to find it—and keep it!


Jesus has come “that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10). Full life is satisfying life. His kingdom is the “pearl of great price” that is worth selling all we own to get it (Matthew 13:45-46)! Those who live in the values of his kingdom (values like humility, pursuing righteousness, mercy, purity of heart, peacemaking, etc.) are called “blessed” or “happy” (Matthew 5:3-11). The point is this: We follow Jesus not just because we should, but because it’s good! 


Following God is good for us! And it feels good (not like some medicine that we’re told “is good for you” but tastes like liquid cardboard!) We experience it as “chara”—a calm delight. And it often even breaks through to “agalliasis”—an exuberant joy! These joy-expressions are connected, ultimately, to our experience of the greatness of God:

· Psalm 34:8 - 10 “Taste and see that the LORD is good; blessed is the man who takes refuge in him. Fear the LORD, you his saints, for those who fear him lack nothing. The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who seek the LORD lack no good thing.”

· Psalm 63:1‑7 “O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water. I have seen you in the sanctuary and beheld your power and your glory. Because your love is better than life, my lips will glorify you. I will praise you as long as I live, and in your name I will lift up my hands. My soul will be satisfied as with the richest of foods; with singing lips my mouth will praise you. On my bed I remember you; I think of you through the watches of the night. Because you are my help, I sing in the shadow of your wings.” 

· Philippians 4:4 “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” 


These passages speak about a joy, a satisfaction, a goodness that is attractive. It’s compelling to the one who is seeking happiness—provided they are willing to give up their life to get it (Luke 9:24). That’s always the “catch” with God! But the sooner we understand that, the sooner we can pursue the kind of happiness we have been created to know. 


This is joy that doesn’t go up and down according to events around us. It’s joy that’s present even when our job doesn’t go well, even when our kids are moody, even when the bills are more than we have in the bank. Because happiness is found in God and his life in us! 


Consider the tendency of many churches to emphasize obedience and rules. Godly behavior is prescribed in detail and deviation from the church’s standards is met with judgment. Of course, obedience to God is a good thing. But it doesn’t usually nurture joy—and love. Love cultivates obedience, but the reverse isn’t necessarily true—obedience doesn’t necessarily cultivate love. (Ask any child being raised by authoritarian parents.)


So what does bring about love for God? Longings fulfilled! And that’s what I want. I want a relationship with God that is brimming with love (“with all my heart and with all my soul and with all my mind”) because God has satisfied my soul! That is the path to joy.    


That visit to the house church during my college days began a shift in my heart from believing in God to loving God, from duty to happiness. And countless encounters with him since then have moved me closer and closer to his heart, where increased longings of my soul have been fulfilled. 


I heard these helpful words by John Piper some years ago, and they brought it all together for me: “God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.”
 Yes, that’s it! He has made us for happiness, but it’s a happiness that is rooted in his glory, not our own! 


The more we pursue our greatest satisfaction in God, the more he will be known and shown as great—as glorious—in us. Our deepest longings will be satisfied and it won’t be through a perfect marriage, a successful career, a certain body shape, or entertainment. Those would glorify ourselves—or something else or someone else. When we look to God and enjoy his presence, his power, and his purposes, we are deeply satisfied and God receives the glory for being the source of that satisfaction! 

“He who did not spare us his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things” (Romans 8:32)? 

If we have been given “all things,” and we “lack no good thing” in God, how can we possibly not be satisfied? Isn’t that the real issue? Isn’t it about whether we really believe that we have “all things” through our relationship with Jesus? And that the things we think we “need” to be happy really arn’t necessary? Isn’t our problem that we are in serious need of a taste-realignment? We must learn to savor the things of God so that we find them totally satisfying and joyful and good—far beyond what the world can offer.


One way I remind myself about where my greatest joy comes from is to periodically recall this list of 6 spiritual blessings we have in Christ: Fellowship with God, Forgiveness of sins, Freedom from sin, Fullness of life, Family of God, and Forever life. Each of these highlight the fact that God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him. In other words, when I turn to God to obtain these six realities, I experience the greatness of God (he is glorified) and my deepest longings are met (I am satisfied).



I’ve heard worship leaders say, “We haven’t come this morning for ourselves, we’ve come for God. It’s not about us, it’s all about him.” Though these statements are well-intended, I don’t believe they’re biblical. Certainly it is true that the universe centers on God. And certainly it is true that the purpose of our lives is to glorify God—and that we often think too highly of ourselves. But it’s also true that God wants to glorify himself by saving us, filling us, changing us, sending us—and satisfying us! We must not feel guilty about benefiting from worship (or from any other spiritual activity) if it is God who is the center of that activity. God’s glory and our joy are meant to be inseparable! 


So come to church gatherings to be blessed and to be made happy—in God! And he will be glorified for being the one who made the difference in your life!  
Freed from Unhappy Choices!

One of the most significant implications of this truth that God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him is that we are freed from having to decide between following Jesus and being happy. For example, the woman who feels trapped in a loveless marriage doesn’t have to choose between the happiness of divorce and the unhappiness of staying in the marriage. God promises to satisfy her in the marriage, if she chooses to glorify God—and not herself—in the marriage. And the man who is tempted by sexual excitement doesn’t need to choose between the joy of sexual lust and the unhappiness of sexual purity. God promises to satisfy him in his sexual purity if he chooses to glorify God—and not himself—in his sexuality. (How these actually happen are the subject of the following chapters.)


I invite you to enter the world of joy. I invite you to enter the kingdom of God. It’s a day-to-day reality that embraces God’s life for you. Joy comes from joyfully surrendering to the rule of Jesus because you know that this will make God look great in you, and because you know that his greatness in you satisfies your deepest longings—which is for your greatest joy! 


Because I believe these things, I commonly end my prayers with words like, “Lord, I ask these things for your glory, and our joy! Amen!” This is what God is up to in this world!


Are you willing to face the longings of your heart and begin to let God satisfy them? Perhaps you haven’t wanted to let your heart dream like this for some time, but you’re realizing that God is still in the bread of life and living water business. Yes, the full reality of satisfaction is yet to come when we enter the new heaven and new earth. But we should expect substantial joy now—here on this earth!


So what longings of your soul has God promised to meet? Can you dare let them surface to the consciousness of your soul and feel their tug, so God can begin to meet them? Can you let the Lord of the Universe invade your soul with his love so that he can glorify himself in you and bring you joy? 

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him” (Romans 15:13).

Joy is not automatic. It comes through trusting in God for all who he is for you in Christ. 


So hunger for happiness. Thirst for joy. And pursue them as a devoted follower of Jesus for the glory of God! If this has stirred something inside you but you still aren’t sure exactly how to go about these things, I invite you to read on. 


Be encouraged with this wonderful promise: 
 “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving [present tense!] the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.” (1 Peter 1:8-9)

God satisfies our longings—and inexpressible joy is our bonus.  
For Self-Reflection and Life Application
1. What are some common sources/causes of your happiness in life? When you have identified them, what longing(s) is each one satisfying?

2. How does the concept of being created to experience joy strike you? In what ways has your background and past prepared you to embrace a joy-focused life? And in what ways has it not? 

3. What do you think of Pascal’s statement that “All men seek happiness?” Does it seem true in the hundreds of decisions you make each day? In what ways might this truth change the way you view life?

4. What does Psalm 37:4, “Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart” have to say to you about joy and how desires are influenced? How might you apply this in your own life in a practical way?

5. How might you tell the difference between being “happy in God” and in being “happy in God’s gifts?” When might they be the same, and when might they be very different?

6. Which of the “counterfeits” or “barriers” to God’s joy have you faced, and what might you do to address them?

7. If “God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him,” how might a person pursue his or her greatest joy when hurt or criticized by a friend? 
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