
The Secret of Happiness, Lesson #1 

The Search for Happiness 

 

OPEN 

What is one thing you are grateful for today? 

DIG 

1. Today, we begin a study on the Secret to Happiness. Why is it important that 

we learn the Secret of Happiness? 

The feverish pursuit of happiness in our culture might lead us to believe it’s a passing 

fad, the worldview equivalent of bell-bottoms or Beanie Babies. Not so. The desire 

for happiness isn’t, as many misrepresent it, the child of modern self-obsession. The 

thirst for happiness is deeply embedded both in God’s Word and in every human 

culture. 

Timothy Keller says, “While other worldviews lead us to sit in the midst of life’s joys, 

foreseeing the coming sorrows, Christianity empowers its people to sit in the midst 

of this world’s sorrows, tasting the coming joy.”[2] — Randy Alcorn, Happiness (Carol 

Stream, IL: Tyndale, 2015). 

2. Billy Graham quotes a French philosopher who said,  “The whole world is on a 

mad quest for security and happiness.” Is this search a good thing? Or, is it a 

sign of our selfishness? 

I found in myself an overwhelming longing to be happy, a tremendously powerful 

impulse to seek pleasure, yet at every point of moral decision I said to myself that 

this impulse should have no influence. 

One of the most frustrating areas was that of worship and praise. My vague notion 

that the higher the activity, the less there must be of self-interest in it caused me to 

think of worship almost solely in terms of duty. And that cuts the heart out of it. 



Then I was converted to Christian Hedonism. In a matter of weeks I came to see that 

it is unbiblical and arrogant to try to worship God for any other reason than the 

pleasure to be had in Him. (Don’t miss those last two words: in Him. Not His gifts, 

but Him. Not ourselves, but Him.) Let me describe the series of insights that made 

me a Christian Hedonist. Along the way, I hope it will become clear what I mean by 

this strange phrase. 

1. During my first quarter in seminary, I was introduced to the argument for Christian 

Hedonism and one of its great exponents, Blaise Pascal. He wrote: 

All men seek happiness. 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. This is the motive of every action of 

every man, even of those who hang themselves. 

This statement so fit with my own deep longings, and all that I had ever seen in 

others, that I accepted it and have never found any reason to doubt it. What struck 

me especially was that Pascal was not making any moral judgment about this fact. As 

far as he was concerned, seeking one’s own happiness is not a sin; it is a simple given 

in human nature. It is a law of the human heart, as gravity is a law of nature. — John 

Piper, Desiring God (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Publishers, 2003), 18–19. 

3. Do you think we would be better people if we did not want to be happy—or 

want it so much? 

If there lurks in most modern minds the notion that to desire our own good and 

earnestly to hope for the enjoyment of it is a bad thing, I submit that this notion has 

crept in from Kant and the Stoics and is no part of the Christian faith. Indeed, if we 

consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of the 

rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not 

too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink 

and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants 

to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by 

the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased. — C. S. Lewis, The 

Weight of Glory: And Other Addresses (New York: HarperOne, 2001), 26. 



4. Graham uses the word “happiness.” Is that the same as joy? 

An ungrounded, dangerous separation of joy from happiness has infiltrated the 

Christian community. In this book, I’m trying to do my part to reclaim the territory 

Christians have relinquished in the conversation about happiness, which is vitally 

important in any worldview. 

Third, the word happiness has historically had a common meaning for both believers 

and unbelievers —and for many it still does. Until recent decades, it’s been a bridge 

between the church and world —one we can’t afford to burn. 

Joy is a perfectly good word, and I use it frequently. But there are other equally good 

words with overlapping meanings, including happiness, gladness, merriment, delight, 

and pleasure. 

John Piper writes, “If you have nice little categories for ‘joy is what Christians have’ 

and ‘happiness is what the world has,’ you can scrap those when you go to the Bible, 

because the Bible is indiscriminate in its uses of the language of happiness and joy 

and contentment and satisfaction.”[1] 

The Bible often employs parallelisms: words with similar meanings used in close 

proximity to reinforce their meaning. We do the same. If someone says, “I expected 

the party to be fun and exciting, but it turned out dull and boring,” the words fun 

and exciting are synonyms, as are dull and boring; they reinforce each other. 

To demonstrate the close relationship between joy and happiness, I’ve chosen a 

small sampling of the more than one hundred verses in various translations that use 

joy and happiness together. None of these versions are paraphrases; each was 

translated by highly skilled teams of Hebrew and Greek scholars who finally agreed 

on the wording of each verse. As you read, note that joy and happiness in these 

passages are clearly synonyms. In each case I’ve italicized these words for emphasis: 

New International Version 

• For the Jews it was a time of happiness and joy, gladness and honor. (Esther 

8:16) 

• May the righteous be glad and rejoice before God; may they be happy and 

joyful. (Psalm 68:3) 



• This is what the LORD Almighty says: “The fasts . . . will become joyful and glad 

occasions and happy festivals for Judah.” (Zechariah 8:19) — Randy Alcorn, 

Happiness (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2015). 

5. I have heard people say that God is more interested in our holiness than our 

happiness. Is that right? 

Many people are prejudiced against dramatic emotional experiences. On the one 

hand, some spiritual leaders have insisted that all religious awakenings must begin 

with fear and awful anxiety, followed by a sense of total sinfulness and helplessness, 

and then end with a specific sort of light and comfort. Others, however, distrust any 

such experience; they say that if we spell out stages and steps within religious 

experiences, we are reducing spirituality to human terms. These spiritual scholars are 

particularly critical if an intense experience of joy follows an equally intense 

experience of distress and terror. 

Scripture gives us no grounds for this sort of skepticism. Clearly, before God delivers 

people from a state of sin, He often gives them first a great sense of the evil from 

which He is about to deliver them; this way they understand exactly what their 

deliverance means, and they understand the depth of their own salvation. When 

people experience a terrifying sense of their own need and lack, it only makes sense 

that they will then feel a great happiness when they experience all that Christ offers 

them. — Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections: True Faith Shows Itself in the Fruit of 

the Spirit and Christlike Living (Uhrichsville, OH: Barbour Books, 2014). 

6. C.S. Lewis famously said, “It is a Christian duty to be as happy as you can be.” 

Do you agree? 

O cheerful, happy, joyous people, I wish there were more of you; I am not 

condemning your joy, I would partake in it; but let the uppermost joy you have 

always be “Jesus Christ himself.” If the occasion of joy is thy marriage, ask him to the 

wedding, for he will turn the water into wine. If it be thy prosperity, ask him to the 

harvest festival, and he will bless thy storehouse and thy barn, and make thy mercies 

to be real blessings to thee. — C. H. Spurgeon, “The Sweet and the Sweetener,” in 

The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit Sermons, vol. 41 (London: Passmore & Alabaster, 

1895), 115. 



7. John 10.10. What exactly does abundant living mean? What does it mean to 

have life to the full? 

Jesus is talking about much more than simply having existence and reproducing. The 

Greek word zoe is what has been translated in this passage as life. Zoe means to be 

possessed of vitality; to have life active and vigorous; to be devoted to God; to be 

blessed; to be among the living (not lifeless, not dead); to enjoy real life, true life 

worthy of the name; to pass life on to others; to be fresh, strong, efficient, active, 

powerful; to be endless in the kingdom of God.7 From this definition Jesus is clearly 

referring to physical life and spiritual life rich in quality and quantity, since this word 

also denotes eternal life in the kingdom of God. 

But Jesus does not stop there. Not only are we to enjoy such a quality of life and a 

future hope of eternity, we are also to have it “more abundantly.” Perissos, the Greek 

word for abundantly, means excessive, overflowing, surplus, over and above, more 

than enough, profuse, extraordinary, more than sufficient, superior, more 

remarkable, more excellent.8 

In summary, God’s intentions for us are truly amazing. He longs to take us from a 

place of judgment, desolation and fruitlessness to a place of abundant restoration 

and increase of life! — Chuck D. Pierce and Rebecca Wagner Sytsema, Possessing 

Your Inheritance: Take Hold of God’s Destiny for Your Life, Second Edition. (Ventura, 

CA: Regal, 2009), 56. 

8. What do we learn about God from this verse? 

Paul discovered God's intent was not just for us to get by. He is not the God of 

barely enough. Paul encountered a God who supergave! Paul wrote, “The grace of 

our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in 

Christ Jesus.” The word abundantly means to “superabound” (Strong's). Paul never 

forgot the abundance of God. Greater still, God never forgets the abundance of our 

need. — Beth Moore, To Live Is Christ: Joining Paul’s Journey of Faith (Nashville, TN: 

B&H Books, 2008). 

9. John 15.11. What do we learn about God from this verse? 

Why would your joy be full? Because your joy is now my joy because my joy is your 

joy and my joy is in you. I can’t say that again, but it’s all perfectly logical. 



Now, listen—listen: Jesus said that not “joy like Mine,” but “that my joy” (John 15:11). 

The joy that the Lord Jesus Christ … was supernatural. If it’s His joy … John says, “As 

he is, so are we” (1 John 4:17). We are to have the joy that the Lord Jesus Christ has. 

His joy is to be our joy. We’re not talking about kicks. We’re not talking about fun. 

We’re talking about joy—“joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8). And, it’s 

your legacy. Jesus said, “I have spoken this to you, that My joy might remain in you” 

(John 15:11). Think about His joy. The Bible says, “God … hath anointed [him] with 

the oil of gladness above [his] fellows” (Hebrews 1:9). No joy ever like the Lord 

Jesus—and that joy is yours. “As he is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17). — 

Adrian Rogers, “Our Identification with Christ,” in Adrian Rogers Sermon Archive 

(Signal Hill, CA: Rogers Family Trust, 2017), 1 Jn 4:17. 

10. What do we learn about the secret to happiness? 

Introduction: I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but folks aren’t smiling much these days. 

Jesus wants us to smile, to exhibit joy. He said, “These things I have spoken unto you 

that My joy may remain in you and that your joy may be full” (John 15:11). I’ve been 

reading the Bible this week with joy in mind, and everywhere I turn I find it. Joy is the 

atmosphere in which Christians live. We rejoice in the Lord always (Phil. 4:4); we 

“rejoice evermore” (1 Thess. 5:16). As someone put it, “Joy is the gigantic secret of 

the Christian.” 

1.      The Source of Joy in Your Life (John 15:11). 

A. The Center of Joy for the Christian Is Christ. “My joy,” He says, “… in you.” 

Christian joy is Christ’s joy in us. 

B. The Characteristic of Joy. Jesus wants our joy to be full. Peter called it “joy 

unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Pet. 1:8). It’s not an incomplete, imperfect, 

almost-type of joy. It is fully orbed and rich. 

C. The Continuity of Joy. “These things I have spoken to you, that My joy may 

remain in you.” Have you noticed how easily earthly joy can leave? Nothing 

seems stable in the world, does it? But the joy of Christ is a continual, never-

ending, absolutely constant joy when we follow the principles of Scripture. 

This joy even survives the difficult times in life. It isn’t intermittent or hinged 

on happenings but on a person (John 16:22; James 1:2; and Acts 16:25). That’s 

why Nehemiah 8:10 says, “The joy of the Lord is your strength.” I was a 

hospital chaplain while in seminary, and I found it quite easy to determine 



whether people were saved when I walked into the family room. Oh, there 

were tears and sorrow, but there was a kind of deep abiding stability in the 

lives of people who knew Jesus Christ. At that moment you wouldn’t call it the 

joy of the Lord, but that’s what the Bible calls it. — Robert J. Morgan, Nelson’s 

Annual Preacher’s Sourcebook, 2007 Edition. (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson 

Publishers, 2007), 179. 

11. Imagine a Christian friend said they just could not find joy. What would you tell 

them? 

The Secret of Joy in Your Life. You say, “Pastor, I am a Christian, but why don’t I have 

the joy of the Lord?” Well, I can’t answer that question for all of you, but let me go 

through some basic things we need if we’re going to have the joy of the Lord. 

A. Surrender Your Life to Christ. The secret of joy begins when you surrender 

yourself to Him. David prayed, “Restore to me the joy of my salvation” (Ps. 51:12; 

also see Ps. 35:9; Acts 8:8, 39). 

B. Submit Yourself Totally to the Spirit of God (Rom. 14:7; 1 Thess. 1:6). Joy and 

the Holy Spirit go together. Galatians 5:22 calls joy a fruit of the Spirit. An 

interesting testimony to this comes from the life of a great teacher of the past 

named Walter Wilson. In his early days of ministry, Wilson felt fruitless. He was a 

hard worker, but there was little evidence of God’s working through him. One day 

a friend asked: “Dr. Wilson, what is the Holy Spirit to you?” Wilson replied, “He’s 

one of the persons of the Godhead, a teacher, a guide, a third person of the 

Trinity.” His friend said, “You haven’t answered my question—what is the Holy 

Spirit to you?” Wilson answered truthfully, “He is nothing to me. I have no contact 

with Him … I could get along quite well without Him.” Later Wilson heard Dr. 

James Gray preaching about the filling of the Holy Spirit. At the end of the 

service, Wilson returned to his motel, fell on the carpet, and began to pray, 

offering himself to the control of the Holy Spirit. Dr. Wilson was a changed man 

from that moment and went on to become one of the most joyful and powerful 

preachers of his generation. 

C. Study the Word of God. In 1 John 1:4, we read, “These things we write to you 

that your joy may be full.” Jesus said, “These things I have spoken to you that you 

… that your joy may be full” (John 15:11). 



D. Spend Time with God in Prayer. John 16:24 says, “Ask, and you will receive, that 

your joy may be full” (also see Ps. 16:11). 

Conclusion: I’m sure you’re wondering, “Pastor, can’t you come up with anything 

more original then receiving Christ, submitting to the Spirit, reading the Bible, and 

praying?” Well, you know I like to be original but that’s just the bedrock simplicity of 

what it means to have joy in Christ. It’s not joy without tears or without sorrow. But it 

is a kind of joy you will never experience any place else until you find Christ in your 

own life. — Robert J. Morgan, Nelson’s Annual Preacher’s Sourcebook, 2007 Edition. 

(Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2007), 179–180. 

12. Isaiah 55.1 – 2. What does this passage teach us about the secret to happiness? 

When Satan tried to tempt Jesus into the same trap made of “things” that he lured 

men to in this day, Christ said, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word 

that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4). Bread is important—but it 

is not all-important. Pleasure and recreation have their place—but they must not 

have first place. Money is necessary, but gold is not a satisfying substitute for God. 

Now, as then, God’s Word resounds in our ears: “Hearken diligently unto me, and eat 

that which is good, and let your soul delight itself in fatness” (Isaiah 55:2). This is the 

secret of soul satisfaction: Let your soul delight itself in fatness. Remove the 

obstructions, tear down the barriers, and let your soul find the fulfillment of its 

deepest longings in fellowship with God. 

I could tell you of many people who have explored every earthly resource for 

happiness and failed, but eventually came in repentance and faith to Christ, and in 

Him found satisfaction. The principal reason communism loses ground in the world 

(when it does) is that it promises material prosperity without spiritual satisfaction. 

Things, minus God, equal misery. That equation is just as true as two plus two equal 

four. As Eddie Rickenbacker once said, “Let the moment come when nothing is left 

but life, and you will find that you do not hesitate over the fate of material 

possessions.” — Billy Graham, Unto the Hills: A Daily Devotional (Nashville: Thomas 

Nelson, 2010). 



13. This study will focus on the beatitudes, found in Matthew 5.3ff. What is a 

beatitude? 

The series of conditional blessings Jesus promises, beginning with this verse and 

continuing through verse 12, are known as the Beatitudes. This name refers to a state 

of happiness or bliss. The blessedness promised in each is a divine characteristic, one 

that men and women can realize only as they share in God’s nature (cf. 2 Peter 1:4). 

When believers are truly blessed, they don’t experience merely an external, 

circumstantial feeling of happiness, but a deep sense of spiritual contentedness and 

well-being based on the objective spiritual reality that they belong to God. 

We must understand that Christ’s beatitudes are distinctive and firm 

pronouncements, not merely ambiguous probabilities. Our Lord does not say that if 

we have the qualities the Beatitudes set forth, we are only likely to be happy; nor is 

this simply His wish for us. Adherence to these attitudes and practices will result in 

blessedness, just as surely as judgmental woes await those who are the subject of His 

pronouncements in Matthew 23. 

The blessed life is the opposite of the cursed life. Blessedness is possessed by those 

who truly have the inner characteristics of the Beatitudes. Conversely, cursedness 

represents those who don’t know the Beatitudes, such as the Jewish religionists of 

Jesus’ time. 

The Beatitudes are also distinctively progressive, each leading to the next in logical 

succession. Poverty of spirit demonstrates a right attitude about ourselves. That 

leads to mourning, gentleness, hungering and thirsting for righteousness, showing 

mercy, purity of heart, and peacemaking. If we have these traits we will rebuke the 

world so that it persecutes us and allows us to be lights in its midst. — John 

MacArthur, Daily Readings from the Life of Christ (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2008), 

49. 

14. What is the context of the beatitudes? Look at the chapters before and after? 

The Beatitudes, standing at the head of Jesus’ most important sermon, set forth the 

fundamental principles of His kingdom. These are the moral, ethical, and spiritual 

guidelines that should govern the conduct of all kingdom subjects. When Christ 

blessed these qualities, He was teaching that they are the only way to true 

happiness. — John MacArthur, The Beatitudes: The Only Way to Happiness (Chicago: 

Moody Press, 1998). 



15. What do the beatitudes have to do with happiness? 

One commentator says that makarios “is a deeper word than ‘happy,’ implying that 

deep and lasting joy that comes only as a gift from God.”[30] How does using 

blessed instead of happy convey a deep and lasting joy to readers? Arguably, to the 

great majority of people, it conveys no joy or happiness at all. 

Regarding the Beatitudes in Matthew 5, John Stott (1921–2011) said, “The Greek 

word makarios can and does mean ‘happy.’”[31] Nonetheless, he argued, “It is 

seriously misleading to render makarios ‘happy.’ For happiness is a subjective state, 

whereas Jesus is making an objective judgment about these people.”[32] But doesn’t 

objectively declaring these people happy imply that they should subjectively 

experience the happiness God is imparting to them? If happiness is not experienced, 

in what sense could it be happiness? 

Happy isn’t the only word with baggage. The word holy has lots of baggage too. 

Since countless people routinely misunderstand it, should we avoid the word —or 

explain it? Love is commonly used in superficial ways, as popular music has long 

demonstrated. People say they love hamburgers, hairstyles, and YouTube. They 

“make love” to someone they barely know. Since the word love has been so 

trivialized, should we remove it from Bible translations and stop using the word? 

Of course not. Instead, we should clarify what Scripture actually means by love, 

holiness, hope, peace, pleasure, and yes, happiness. We should contrast the meaning 

in Scripture with our culture’s superficial and sometimes sinful connotations. 

Rather than reluctantly admit that makarios typically means “happy” yet reject that 

translation, doesn’t it make more sense to translate it “happy” and explain that this is 

referring to a deep and true happiness in God? — Randy Alcorn, Happiness (Carol 

Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2015). 

16. Many seem to think the Christian life is all about how to go to Heaven when 

you die. What is it about? What did Jesus teach? 

Too many Christians think the kingdom pertains only to the sweet by–and–by—and 

is of little relevance in the hectic here–and–now. Poor Bible teaching in some circles 

has intensified the problem. There are some, for example, who believe that the 

Sermon on the Mount belongs only to a yet future kingdom age. The result has been 

spiritually debilitating. To declare Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount irrelevant to this age 



is to cut the heart out of our Lord’s own instruction to His people. These principles 

are the present marching orders for all who are true subjects of the King. 

The Beatitudes are especially significant as both the starting place and the 

foundation of all that Jesus teaches in the Sermon on the Mount. In a sense, the 

Beatitudes lay the groundwork for all Christian truth. For example, they help us 

understand the nature of true faith—because in describing those who are “blessed,” 

our Lord is actually describing the traits of the genuine believer. — John MacArthur, 

The Beatitudes: The Only Way to Happiness (Chicago: Moody Press, 1998). 

17. How is this path to happiness different from the world’s path? 

The Beatitudes also demonstrate that the way to blessedness in Christ’s kingdom is a 

route far different from what the world maps for us. Kingdom joy and kingdom 

blessings are not measured in terms of affluence, mirth, pleasure, abundance, and 

ease. In fact, the spiritual qualities that reap kingdom blessings are incompatible with 

this world’s values. 

So the citizen of God’s kingdom is not supposed to feel at home in this world. Our 

citizenship belongs to the heavenly kingdom, and we are but strangers and 

sojourners in this world—put here to serve as ambassadors of the King. As such, we 

are to live under the higher standards of the heavenly kingdom—and we also reap 

its infinitely higher privileges. — John MacArthur, The Beatitudes: The Only Way to 

Happiness (Chicago: Moody Press, 1998). 

18. We are so familiar with this passage. Let’s read the Beatitudes together. As we 

do, try to imagine how the first listeners felt as they heard these words. 

Jesus is in the happiness business. 

Sadly, not everyone really understands or believes that. In fact, many Christians 

aren’t sure they really experience true happiness. The very first sermon ever recorded 

as having been preached by Jesus Christ begins with the constantly ringing theme of 

happiness, and its revolutionary truth hit the world like a devastating bomb 

exploding in the minds of those who heard it. — John MacArthur, The Beatitudes: 

The Only Way to Happiness (Chicago: Moody Press, 1998). 

19. What did you learn today? What do you want to remember and apply? 

20. How can we pray for each other this week? 


