In (Which) God We Trust? #4

“The God of Pleasure”

selected Scriptures

Why are we on this earth? What is the purpose of our existence?

Some would say, “We’re here to pursue happiness.” Isn’t that the American way? It’s even embedded in our Declaration of Independence. That founding document states that we are endowed with certain inalienable rights, including life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That is not unique to our time. Over two thousand years ago, the Greek philosopher Aristotle said, “Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence.”

But all of that pursuit of happiness hasn’t seemed to actually produce much happiness. As one philosopher noted, “The search for happiness is one of the chief sources of unhappiness.” He has a valid point. If you want to be a happy person, then don’t dedicate your life to the pursuit of happiness. If you do, you will never find it.

Yet we still pursue it. We even spiritualize this pursuit, saying, “God just wants me to be happy!” You know, I have studied this book for most of my life, and I have never found that phrase in here! God wants us to be holy, certainly, but nowhere in the Bible does it say God wants me to be happy.

I’m not suggesting God wants me to be miserable, either. That’s Satan’s lie from the Garden of Eden—“God is holding out on you. He doesn’t want you to be happy. You need to be your own god and discover your own happiness!” Just as Adam and Eve bought into that lie, so countless people are doing so today, bowing before the god of pleasure. We spend trillions of dollars each year trying to make ourselves happy, whether it’s with food, with various forms of entertainment, with travel, with drugs or drink, or with one of the countless other items that promise to turn your frown upside down.

So we walk into the temple of pleasure. And there we see the gods of food, sex, and entertainment. But when we begin to worship pleasure, the end result is always pain.
Just to be clear, I want to say right from the start that food, sex, and entertainment are not sinful or evil in and of themselves. In fact these things all have the potential to be good gifts from God that draw our hearts to him all the more. But inside the temple of pleasure, gifts are turned into gods.

Remember Joshua’s impassioned speech to the people challenging them to choose which god they would serve? The people chose the Lord God, and they were told to throw away the gods of the Egyptians. But instead of destroying the old gods, they put them in storage. Throughout the remainder of the Old Testament we read about Israel worshiping other gods, until like Joshua, the prophet Elijah demands that the people stand, define the choice for what it is, and name their path: “Elijah went before the people and said, ‘How long will you waver between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.’ But the people said nothing” (1 Kings 18:21).

It’s a passage that is strikingly similar to Joshua 24, with the exception that the people are silent this time. And why? Could it be that, in the midst of a drought, they didn’t want to make that choice? That they wanted to have it both ways?

They wanted to be followers of the Lord God, but they also wanted to be followers of Baal—after all, there was a drought in the land and they needed to cover all the bases. They wanted both, and so they said nothing.

As we look at these gods of pleasure as we wrap up our series, I think you will find that the same is true of us. When forced to choose between the Lord God and the god of pleasure, we say nothing. Why? Because we want both.

Feeding the God of Food

We begin with feeding the god of food. According to the Center for Disease Control, 73.6% of American adults are overweight, and 41.9% of those are classified as obese. That’s just adults. Over 20% of children aged 6-19 are obese, and even 12.7% of children from ages 2-5 are obese.
 

But the scales don’t tell the whole story, do they? You could happen to have a strong metabolism and look very fit, but food could still be a god for you. Food can also be a god when you are consumed with diet and exercise. You could build your life around organic health foods, and you’d still be building your life around a false god, if a more physically healthy one. But it’s a god that can demand incredible sacrifice of time and money. It’s a god that specializes in vanity—an obsession with outward appearance. He gets you to worship your own image.

In the Scriptures, food is always a gift from heaven. God showed Adam and Eve the great bounty of good things he had prepared for them to eat. Clearly he wanted eating to be a joyful thing, not simply a matter of bodily fuel maintenance. He created a vast spectrum of foods and flavors, then gave us ten thousand taste buds to provide that flavor in high-definition tasting. Ecclesiastes 9:7 says, “Go, eat your food with gladness.” God could have provided some simple root for us to chew on that would supply all our nutritional needs. But He is lavish in His gifts, insistent that we get the full range of joy in the things He has given us—including food. Eating is good. The problem is that every gift God gives us can be twisted into a lure to pull us away from him. Instead of turning to God, how often do we try to treat a troubled soul as if it were a growling stomach? We even call it “comfort food.”

But think about this: “Comforter” is what God calls himself. He is the God of all comfort and He is ready to talk with you about your day. The Prince of Peace waits to give you His gifts and strengthen you. He wants to be your satisfaction. Yet a very large part of our misery is due to the practice of trying to feed the soul with the body’s food.

Jesus discovered this about people in John 6:25-35,

When they found him on the other side of the lake, they asked him, “Rabbi, when did you get here?” 

Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, you are looking for me, not because you saw miraculous signs but because you ate the loaves and had your fill. Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval.” 

Then they asked him, “What must we do to do the works God requires?” 

Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” 

So they asked him, “What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written: ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’” 

Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.” 

“Sir,” they said, “from now on give us this bread.” 

Then Jesus declared, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.”

God cannot and will not give us a sense of lasting pleasure apart from him, because it violates his purpose and our design. Psalm 34:8 reads, “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” Chew on that for a while the next time the god of food calls out to you.

Take a look at your eating habits and discern why you eat what you eat. Is it mostly because of pleasure or nourishment? Again, there is nothing wrong in finding pleasure from a gift that the Lord God has given us; but when we pursue pleasure for its own sake it has a way of expanding beyond its borders (not to mention our clothes!)

In 1 Corinthians 10:31, Paul explains that instead of being an object of worship, what we eat can be an act of worship. He wrote, “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”

Satisfying the God of Sex

Food is not the only manifestation of the god of pleasure. Second is satisfying the god of sex. Now, let’s be clear: Sex is good. Sex is a gift from God Himself. But isn’t it amazing how some of the richest and most beautiful gifts from God are often the same gifts that are twisted into hideous and destructive idols? That is because while Satan cannot create, he can corrupt. And he loves corrupting the good things God created.

Sex was God’s idea. He designed it to bring pleasure and intimacy, to produce children, in accordance with God’s plan. He could have made reproduction simple, mechanical, a joyless act of natural instinct, but He chose to make it pleasurable.

Just as we’ve seen with food, God designed sex in such a way that it doesn’t just accomplish a purpose; it also brings pleasure. All His gifts point us back to Him…or at least they should. But often God’s gifts to us end up being His greatest competition.

This is tragically seen in 2 Samuel 13, where King David’s son Amnon “falls in love” with his half sister, Tamar. (I say “falls in love” with quotation marks because it was certainly not love at all.)

Amnon has all the symptoms of being in love—he can’t eat, he can’t sleep, he can’t stop thinking about her. Maybe he was singing that Elvis song, “I want you, I need you, I love you with all my heart.” But for all of his efforts, she was not having any of it.

Then a friend suggests Amnon pretends to be sick and requests Tamar to take care of him. When they are alone, he can overpower her. And he does. Tamar pleads with Amnon not to take her by force, but, as verse 14 records, “he refused to listen to her, and since he was stronger than she, he raped her.” Finally satisfied, they lived happily ever after, right? Not hardly! Verse 15 concludes, “Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her.” He wasn’t “in love” with her at all. That tragic story has been often repeated down to the present day. 

When something good becomes a god, the pleasure it brings dies in the process. Pleasure has this unique trait: the more intensely you chase it, the less likely you are to catch it. Philosophers call this the “hedonistic paradox.” The idea is that pleasure, pursued for its own sake, evaporates before our eyes,

That’s what happened to Amnon…and a lot of folks today. The god of sexual pleasure promises you incredible satisfaction. But what happens? The god delivers the opposite of what is promised. Instead of satisfaction, you experience emptiness and an almost immediate hunger for something more. Instead of closeness and intimacy, you experience a strange sense of something that feels like loneliness.

When the gift replaces the giver as the object of our worship, something surprising happens. When we begin to worship this god of pleasure instead of the God who gave it to us, we discover that the pleasure is lost. We discover the devastating paradox that when we pursue pleasure as a god, pleasure disappears.

If you believe you can lock away your sexual thoughts in an airtight compartment, you’ve been taken in by a lie. The Bible tells us that “as he thinks in his heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7 nkjv). The mind determines who we are and who we are becoming, and we think based on what we see and hear. What are you feeding your mind?

We’re told to “take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). I love that metaphor of taking prisoners, because it’s exactly what happens to our minds, one way or the other. We take it captive for truth or allow it to be seized and imprisoned by lies. Remember, this is war. The gods are at war for your soul.

Engorging the God of Entertainment

Finally we see worshiping pleasure in engorging the god of entertainment. Again, God is a God of joy, and He wants us to know that joy. According to 1 Timothy 6:17, He “richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.” What’s wrong with entertainment, then?

Part of it lies in what it is. Another word for entertainment is “amusement,” a compound word of the prefix “a—” which means “no” in Greek and Latin, and the word “muse,” which means to think or reflect. We seek amusements because we don’t want to think. Haven’t you ever wandered into the living room after a hard day and just wanted to vegetate, to watch something mindless? That’s fine, up to a point. But don’t miss this truth: instead of inspiring our bored and apathetic existence, the god of entertainment makes us even more that way. Instead of being entertained, we increasingly become the opposite—we become bored.

I would suggest that the problem is much deeper than this, though. Like food and sex, we are trying to meet a deeper need with entertainment—a great need which only God can satisfy. Seventy-five years ago A. W. Tozer wrote,

If this sense of need and a feeling of dependence are at the root of natural religion it is not hard to see why the great god Entertainment is so ardently worshiped by so many. For there are millions who cannot live without amusement; life without some form of entertainment for them is simply intolerable; they look forward to the blessed relief afforded by professional entertainers and other forms of psychological narcotics as a dope addict looks to his daily shot of heroin. Without them they could not summon the courage to face existence.

I wonder what he would say today?

To be sure, there is a place for relaxation through various forms of entertainment, like sports, television, movies, music, and games, but the question is, Do we seek to fill the spiritual vacuum inside us with empty entertainment, or is the empty entertainment creating the vacuum?

“Well, that’s all well and good,” you may be thinking, “but if I just had enough pleasure, I would be satisfied. My problem is that I don’t have the means to have it all.”

The Bible records the experience of one person who did. His name was Solomon, and he was king of Israel. He was the wisest, wealthiest, most powerful person on earth. Looking back over this series, he had possessions, power, performance, and pleasure to the fullest extreme. He literally lacked nothing.

He penned a journal of his pursuit of happiness in the book of Ecclesiastes. Turn to Ecclesiastes 2:1-11 to see what he experienced.

I thought in my heart, “Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good.” But that also proved to be meaningless. “Laughter,” I said, “is foolish. And what does pleasure accomplish?” I tried cheering myself with wine, and embracing folly—my mind still guiding me with wisdom. I wanted to see what was worthwhile for men to do under heaven during the few days of their lives. 

I undertook great projects: I built houses for myself and planted vineyards. I made gardens and parks and planted all kinds of fruit trees in them. I made reservoirs to water groves of flourishing trees. I bought male and female slaves and had other slaves who were born in my house. I also owned more herds and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a harem as well—the delights of the heart of man. I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. In all this my wisdom stayed with me. 

I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. My heart took delight in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor. Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.
He had it all, and it left him empty. This hollow chorus has echoed down through the ages, repeated by the rich and famous of every culture, including our present society. Pleasure does not satisfy, and the more we pursue happiness through pleasure, the more empty we feel.

Ultimately the gods of pleasure can’t satisfy our desires. When pleasure becomes our god, we experience anything but. The god of pleasure is the master of bait and switch, luring us in with images and promises that become the chains and shackles of our mental imprisonment. We come to final realization that what we need cannot be found through the stomach, sexuality, or amusement. We want pure, unadulterated joy, and the trail finally leads to God himself. At the end of Solomon’s diary, he reaches this conclusion: “That’s the whole story. Here now is my final conclusion: Fear God and obey his commands, for this is everyone’s duty” (Ecclesiastes 12:13 nlt).

We were made for God, and until He is our greatest pleasure, all the other pleasures of this life will lead to emptiness. Augustine expressed this in his prayer nearly fifteen centuries ago: “Our hearts are restless until they find rest in thee.”
 In our pursuit of happiness, it isn’t happiness alone we pursue but the God of happiness, the only one who can make us happy.

I have utilized Kyle Idleman’s book, Gods at War, throughout this series, and in this message in particular. At the end of every chapter he repeats a phrase that provides the key to defeat the gods that threaten the Lord’s place in our lives: “Idols are defeated not by being removed but by being replaced.”
The god of food promised us a feast, but we came up empty. He invited us to consume until it consumed our lives. We tasted everything until nothing had taste anymore. And so finally we came to Jesus. We discovered that he offers the one true feast. He fills our every need. Every hunger ultimately leads back to him. David wrote, “Lord, you alone are my portion and my cup; you make my lot secure” (Psalm 16:5).

The god of sex promised us satisfaction, yet he left us lonely and ashamed. He lured and enticed us by distorting what was designed to be a gift and a blessing. He made it seem as if nothing could be more satisfying than the quick release of physical urges. Yet nothing could have left us feeling smaller and weaker—as if those urges defined who we were, as if we were beasts of the field and no more. Then we came to Jesus, who offers the greatest joy imaginable—so much greater and fuller than any physical impulse. The love of Jesus finds its greatest satisfaction in service rather than use of others. 

The god of entertainment promised us a circus. We looked for attractions and surprises and amusements to create in us a sense of wonder. Maybe we would find it in music or in movies or in games or in sports. But in the end, the music was flat, the movies were formulaic, and the games were rigged. Then we found our passion in Jesus, and it seems ridiculous that we thought we could ever find what we wanted on a movie screen, a website, or a playlist. Jesus said in John 10:10, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”

Idolatry is still a threat, so I conclude with John’s warning: “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts” (1 John 5:21).
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