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CHAPTER 4: SELF-LOVE 
IN CHRISTIAN 

HEDONISM 
DEFINITION OF CHRISTIAN HEDONISM 

“Hedonism” is the philosophy that teaches that the most important thing in life is to 
enjoy oneself, getting as much pleasure out of life as possible.143 It teaches that 
“pleasure or happiness is the sole or chief good in life”.144 

“Christian Hedonism” is a novel doctrine that seeks to marry Christianity and 
Hedonism, and is taught by its pioneering theologian, John Piper. Piper is a Neo-
Calvinist, the senior pastor of Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota, 
and founder of the ministry, “Desiring God”.145 Piper coined the phrase “Christian 
Hedonism” in his 1986 keystone book, Desiring God – Meditations of a Christian 
Hedonist. Piper defines Christian Hedonism in this manner,  

Christian Hedonism is the conviction that God’s ultimate goal in the world 
(his glory) and our deepest desire (to be happy) are one and the same, because 
God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him. Not only is God 
the supreme source of satisfaction for the human soul, but God himself is 
glorified by our being satisfied in him. Therefore, our pursuit of joy in him is 
essential. 

Christian Hedonism claims that the Christian life should be the pursuit of 
maximum joy in God — joy both in quality and quantity. Fullness of joy and 
joy forevermore (Psalm 16:11) are found only in him.146 

In other words, what Piper intimates is that the Christian life is not that of quenching 
one’s heart’s desire to be happy, but finding one’s happiness in the Lord. He teaches 
that the Christian ought to pursue their joy (albeit in the Lord). He further summarises 
his teaching by changing the answer to the first question of the Westminster Shorter 
Catechism (WSC). The WSC Question 1 states, “What is man’s chief end?” Answer: 
“Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever.”147 Piper restates this 
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answer and says, “The chief end of man is to glorify God by enjoying him forever.” 
(Piper’s emphasis).148 In other words, instead of seeing the glory of God and the 
enjoyment of God as two distinct entities, Piper marries the two and teaches that the 
means of glorifying God is to find our joy in Him.  

Piper claims that his development of the idea of Christian Hedonism was largely 
influenced by individuals like Blaise Pascal (Catholic philosopher), C. S. Lewis 
(Christian philosopher with some Roman Catholic persuasions and a slant towards 
mysticism), Daniel Fuller (taught partial inspiration),149 and even Jonathan Edwards 
and the apostle Paul.150 When he was in Wheaton College, as he struggled to reconcile 
God’s glory and his desires, he was introduced to Lewis. In Lewis’ sermon, “The 
Weight of Glory”, Piper found that it resonated with him so much, for Lewis taught 
that Christians ought to seek their own happiness.151 During his time at Fuller 
Theological Seminary, he studied under Daniel Fuller and that was where he was 
awakened to an enjoyment and delight in the glory of God.152 At the same time, he 
was introduced to the writings of Pascal, who wrote, “All men seek happiness. This is 
without exception.”153 Of this statement, Piper said, “This statement so fit with my 
own longings… that I accepted it and never found any reason to doubt it.”154 After 
which, when he found Edwards’ writing on the importance of thinking rightly and 
feeling rightly about God, it further corroborated his hypothesis. Then, when he 
looked into Scripture, he “found the language of Hedonism everywhere. The quest for 
pleasure was not even optional, but commanded ‘Delight yourself in the LORD, and 
he will give you the desires of your heart’ (Psalm 37:4)”.155 

Piper argues that God is not pleased with the mere keeping of the law. What God 
desires is for Christians to find their satisfaction in God. He teaches that obedience 
out of mere duty is wrong, and that the Christian is not to obey God’s laws out of duty 
but out of joy.  

On the surface, what Piper has stated may seem to align with Scripture. After all, joy 
is an aspect of the fruit of the Spirit,156 and Christians are called to serve the LORD 
with gladness.157 It is also true that Christians are to find their joy in the LORD.158 
Some of these principles seem to be inline with Scripture, but is it biblical to say that 
the Christian’s duty is to pursue maximum pleasure in God, and that God is most 
glorified when we are most satisfied in Him? Is joy the only aspect to Christian 
living?  
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BRIEF CRITIQUE OF CHRISTIAN HEDONISM 

When a novel idea is presented in the field of theology, the Christian must be on 
guard. As Charles H. Spurgeon says, “There is nothing new in theology save that 
which is false.” If a truth were found in Scripture, one would think that centuries of 
faithful men of God would have studied it, discovered it, and taught it. However, this 
is not the case with Christian Hedonism. While Piper may attribute his discovery of 
Christian Hedonism to men like Edwards and even the Apostle Paul, what Piper levels 
is a novel idea that he has read into Scripture, which this writer shall seek to briefly 
unpack in this section.159 

First, dealing with Piper’s modification of WSC Q1, one must ask, is God’s glory and 
man’s happiness interconnected in the way Piper proposes? Is God most glorified 
when we are most satisfied in Him? From an understanding of Scripture, God is 
glorified whether or not man is satisfied in Him. God’s glory is not contingent upon 
our enjoyment of Him. Yet, on man’s part, the Christian’s duty is to give glory and 
praise to God in all that he does in his life.160 In fact, the proof-texts given by the 
Westminster Divines clearly distinguish man’s glorifying of God, 161  and his 
enjoyment of Him.162 They are two distinct entities.  

Furthermore, what qualifies this chief end is God’s word. This is seen in the answer of 
WSC Q2 “What rule hath God given to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him?” 
Answer: “The word of God, which is contained in the scriptures of Old and New 
Testaments, is the only rule to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him.”163 It is 
the Scriptures that ultimately control our enjoyment of God. While Piper does seek to 
qualify that the Christian’s pursuit of his pleasure is in the person of God, 
nevertheless, he overemphasises the Christian’s emotions while downplaying the need 
to obey God’s laws (as will be seen in the next section). In essence, it is no longer 
God’s word that dictates the Christian’s glorifying and enjoying of God. Rather, it is 
the Christian’s joy that dictates the glorifying of God. In teaching that what glorifies 
God is the Christian’s pursuit of maximum pleasure in God, Piper shift the focus from 
God’s glory to self-joy. It may be that on the surface, the Christian Hedonist and the 
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Biblical Christian both seem to be obeying God’s word, but they do so for different 
reasons. The former does so to fulfil his joy, while the latter does so simply for God’s 
glory. The emphasis on personal joy (in glorifying God) over against God’s glory 
itself necessarily results in a man-centred Christianity that is utilitarian in nature, as 
much as Piper would seek to deny this.164 

Piper’s teaching of Christian Hedonism stems from an assumption that obeying God 
out of duty is bad, and true obedience must be from the heart. While we may agree 
that what pleases God is an obedience that is from the heart, this does not mean that 
duty is bad, or that true obedience from the heart equates to personal joy. God has 
given the Christian many duties. In fact, Ecclesiastes 12:13 summarises the whole 
duty of man, “Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep his 
commandments: for this is the whole duty of man.” It is the Christian’s duty to fear 
God and obey Him. He ought to obey the Lord, regardless of how he may feel – joy or 
not. The Christian’s duty is to submit himself to the Lord and obey God’s 
commandments out of fear and love for Him.165 The Christian’s primary duty is not 
delight as Piper teaches.166 What God primarily commands in Scripture is obedience, 
not joy. Of course, Christians ought to obey the Lord joyfully, but they ought to obey 
regardless of whether they feel joy.  

Piper builds his doctrine of Christian Hedonism on verses like Psalm 37:4, where he 
argues that God commands the Christian to delight in God. However, does Psalm 37:4 
really teach Christian Hedonism, or is Piper proof-texting his ideas that are not 
originally found in Scripture? Does the Bible teach that Psalm 37:4 is the primary 
overarching duty that trumps all other Christian duties? A careful study of the verse in 
its context will reveal that the Psalmist David was giving a series of exhortations to 
one who is discouraged by his enemies (v.1):  1) Trust in the LORD (v.3), 2) Delight 
thyself in the LORD (v.4), 3) Commit thy way unto the LORD (v.5), 4) Rest in the 
LORD (v.7), 5) Cease from anger (v.8), 6) Depart from evil and do good (v.27), and 
7) Wait on the LORD (v.34). The purpose of Psalm 37 was not to teach that the 
Christian is to pursue his maximum pleasure in God. It does not teach that delighting 
in God is to be the overarching duty that trumps all duty. Rather, it is simply one of 
seven exhortations David gives to the Christian in discouragement. The Christian is to 
delight in God no more than he is to cease from anger. What Piper has done here was 
to misrepresent Scripture, saying what Scripture does not say. The Bible does not 
teach the doctrine of Christian Hedonism. Dr Peter Masters gives his critique of 
Piper’s single-track system for sanctification, 

Whatever the strengths of Dr. Piper’s ministry, and there are many, his attempt 
to oversimplify biblical sanctification is doomed to failure because the biblical 
method for sanctification and spiritual advance consists of a number of strands 
or pathways of action, and all must receive individual attention. As soon as 
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you substitute a single ‘big idea’ or organising principle, and bundle all the 
strands into one, you alter God’s design and method. Vital aspects of Truth 
and conduct will go by the board to receive little or no attention. This is 
certainly the case with Dr. Piper’s method, as we will show… You cannot 
reorganise the Lord’s way of accomplishing the fruits of godliness without 
many duties being swept out of view. ‘Single-principle’ systems do not intend 
to cause harm, but, inevitably, they do. To borrow a piece of modern scientific 
jargon, biblical sanctification is a system of irreducible complexity. Not that it 
is too complicated - having only seven or eight well-known component virtues 
which must all be kept to the fore in ministry.167 

Masters explains that the Bible does command the Christian to delight in the LORD, 
but that is not the only thing it commands the Christian to do. In doing so, the 
Christian fails to obey God fully, which is the result of the doctrine of Christian 
Hedonism. 

Finally, the thing that the Christian ought to seek is God’s pleasure, not self-pleasure. 
Christian Hedonism teaches that the Christian is to seek God as his maximum 
pleasure, while the Bible teaches that the Christian is to seek to do all things for God’s 
pleasure.168 

IMPLICATIONS ON SELF-LOVE 

Piper’s Christian Hedonism has great bearings on the doctrine of self-love. While 
Piper does not go to the extent of the Progressive Christians who overtly promote an 
inordinate self-love, he nevertheless promotes a subtle and covert form of inordinate 
self-love by his unbiblical overemphasis on the individual’s joy. This results in the 
focus of the Christian life being on the self rather than God. Instead of God being the 
emphasis, the Christian’s experience of God is emphasised. This means that with 
Piper’s teaching on Christian Hedonism, the Christian life is staked on human 
experience rather than on God’s word. It is the Christian’s emotions of God that 
trumps God’s word itself.  

This is seen as a fruit of Piper’s teaching. Because of his emphasis on personal joy, 
Piper has an aversion to and lack of emphasis on the Moral Law. In other words, 
instead of following the answer to WSC Q2: “The word of God, which is contained in 
the scriptures of Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to direct us how we may 
glorify and enjoy him.” Piper makes his emotions the controlling factor of what brings 
glory to God and enjoyment in Him. What Piper teaches is an inordinate self-love 
masquerading as a love for God. When asked if Christians are under the Ten 
Commandments, Piper replied,  
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