Book Review

‘Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist’ by John Piper
"I saw more clearly than ever that the first great and primary business to which I ought to attend every day was to have my soul happy in the Lord. The first thing to be concerned about was not how much I might serve the Lord, how I might glorify the Lord, but how I might get my soul into a happy state, and how my inner man may be nourished." -- George Muller of Bristol

“God is most glorified in me when I am most satisfied in Him.” – John Piper

“The Lord be exalted, who delights in the well-being of his servant.” – Psalm 35:27

The main point of John Piper’s book, “Desiring God,” is at once so self-evident and so basic and yet so complex and so unobserved by Christians: God delights in us and wants us to delight in Him. We can do nothing to make Him love us more or cause Him to love us less. God is not exalted by what we do for Him, but by how much we glory in Him. This foundational idea is expressed in the first premise of Friedens’ mission statement: “Friedens Evangelical Church is a Gospel-centered community that seeks to glorify God by loving Him wholeheartedly.”

Yet we often treat God as though he is an angry, dissatisfied, frustrated parent who needs us to perform a certain way in order for him to be pleased. On the contrary, Piper writes, God is happy and joyful all the time. It is his nature and his attitude toward us, thanks to the work of Christ on the cross on our behalf. 

Piper, who is pastor of Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis and is the author of many books, calls learning to live the truth that God is happy and joyful, “Christian Hedonism,” a provocative-sounding term that means finding pleasure in God. Failure to accept and live this truth not only can deny us living out our God-ordained destiny, but also can even insult God and put us in opposition to Him. “The one who actually sets himself above God is the person who presumes to come to God to give rather than get,” he writes. “With a pretense of self-denial, he positions himself as God's benefactor.” That attitude attempts to rob God of his glory. “Most of us think serving God is a totally positive thing; we have not considered that serving God may be an insult to Him." In fact, Piper suggests we become idol worshippers when we try to take charge of our lives, our church, and our circumstances. We decide we know what’s best instead of waiting for God to show us his plan and letting Him act on our behalf. “The folly of not waiting for God is that we forfeit the blessing of having God work for us. The evil of not waiting for God is that we oppose God's will to exalt Himself in mercy,” Piper writes.

Not everything is a bed of roses, of course. Suffering happens. But the suffering of a Gospel-centered life leads us to even greater joy and Christ likeness, Piper writes. Suffering steers us toward a deeper relationship with our loving, joy-filled God. “Suffering clearly is designed by God not only as a way to wean Christians off of self and onto grace, but also as a way to spotlight that grace and make it shine,” Piper says. And, “Since Christ is no longer on the Earth, He wants His body, the church, to reveal His suffering in its suffering. ... Our sufferings testify to the kind of love Christ has for the world." 

“Desiring God” was originally published in 1986. The 2003 edition, which I read, includes several helpful appendices and notes, including a very helpful outline, “How Then Shall We Fight for Joy,” which contains a number of points and Scripture on how to live more joyfully. “Desiring God” and other Piper books, along with study guides, are available for free download at Piper’s web site, www.desiringgod.org. A copy also is available in the Friedens church library.

-- Dan Benson

