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Introduction

In the spring of 2004, I read an article in USA Today by Kevin Maney entitled “Money Can’t Buy Happiness, But Happiness May Buy Money.” In it, Mr. Maney summarized some impressive research findings that demonstrate—just like you’ve heard all your life but may not have really believed—that cash cannot buy contentment. The article gave me the idea for a series of sermons on what happiness is—and what it isn’t. This book is an extension of those sermons.

Now, I know what you’re probably thinking: A big stash of cash may not be able to buy me happiness, but I’d sure like the opportunity to find out for myself! And if that’s what you’re thinking, then you’re no different than billions of people around the globe. We human beings are quick to equate money with happiness, no matter how many times we hear otherwise.

Yet the research shows time and again that money, in and of itself, simply does not make folks happy. Don’t believe me? Well, here’s a statistic to think about: Even though the average American’s income has tripled (in buying power) since 1956, the number of Americans who say they’re happy has stayed about the same, at around 30 percent. So if more money can’t purchase contentment for the average American, then you’re smart if you don’t depend upon the “almighty” dollar as your primary tool for becoming a genuinely happy person.

But if money doesn’t win happiness, what does? Genuine happiness is a way of mind and a way of life. Happiness results from the way you choose to interpret events and the choices you make as a result of those interpretations. If you choose to view the world in a positive way, if you work hard to achieve positive results, and if you associate with positive people, then you’ll increase your odds of being happy (most of the time). But if you refuse to look at the donut and focus instead upon the hole, you can make yourself unhappy (most of the time) even if you’ve got a bigger bank balance than Bill Gates.

Happiness also depends upon your willingness to be a disciplined person, a person who is focused on doing what needs to be done when it needs to be done. Happiness depends upon your willingness to lead a purposeful, principled life. And, of course, your happiness depends upon the nature and the quality of your relationship with God.

This book is intended to help you explore happiness: what it means, how to find it, and how to keep it. So during the next fifty-two weeks, try this experiment: Read a chapter each week and spend a few minutes daily thinking about the things you’ve read. Then apply the lessons you’ve learned to the ups and downs of everyday life. When you do, you’ll discover that happiness isn’t a commodity that can be purchased in a store; it’s a byproduct of the way you choose to live and the things you choose to think.

The ideas on these pages can—and should—be woven into the fabric of your life. Your life story is being written one day at a time … and with God’s help, that story can—and will—be a masterpiece.



[image: Image]
 Happiness Is … Accepting God’s Abundance


I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.

—JOHN 10:10 NKJV

God offers us abundance, but He doesn’t force it upon us. He promises that we “might have life” and that we “might have it more abundantly.” And how, precisely can we claim that abundance? By obeying God and following His Son, that’s how!

When we commit our hearts, our days, and our work to the One who created us, we experience spiritual abundance. But when we focus our thoughts and energies, not upon God’s will for our lives, but instead upon our own unending assortments of earthly needs and desires, we inevitably forfeit the spiritual abundance that might otherwise be ours.

Today and every day, seek God’s will for your life and follow it. Today, turn your worries and your concerns over to your Heavenly Father. Today, seek God’s wisdom, follow His commandments, trust His judgment, and honor His Son. And while you’re at it, get rid of that critical voice inside your head—the little voice that tells you you’re never quite good enough. When you do these things, you’ll receive God’s abundance … and you’ll be happy.

Great Ideas About Abundance

God loves you and wants you to experience peace and life—abundant and eternal.

—BILLY GRAHAM

We honor God by asking for great things when they are a part of His promise. We dishonor Him and cheat ourselves when we ask for molehills where He has promised mountains.

—VANCE HAVNER

Greatness occurs when your children love you, when your critics respect you, and when you have peace of mind.

—QUINCY JONES

God is the giver and we are the receivers; and it is not to those who do great things, but to those who “receive abundance of grace, and of the gift of righteousness,” that richest promises are made.

—HANNAH WHITALL SMITH

You can have it all. You just can’t have it all at once.

—OPRAH WINFREY

More from God’s Word

And God will generously provide all you need. Then you will always have everything you need and plenty left over to share with others.

—2 CORINTHIANS 9:8 NLT

Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.

—MATTHEW 7:7-8 NIV

A Simple Step

Abundance and obedience go hand in hand. Obey God first and expect to receive His abundance second, not vice versa.
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 Happiness Is … Learning to Accept the Past


—PHILIPPIANS 3:13-14 NKJV

One thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind and reaching forward to those things which are ahead, I press toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.

You’ll never find lasting happiness unless you learn to make peace with the past. You’ll never be contented until you learn how to look back upon your own experiences—both your victories and your disappointments—with a sense of acceptance and thanksgiving. In short, you must learn how to interpret your own personal history in a positive way.

Have you made peace with your past? If so, congratulations. But if you’re still mired in the quicksand of regret, it’s time to plan your escape. How can you do so? By accepting what has been and by trusting God for what will be.

Because you’re only human, you may be slow to forget yesterday’s setbacks; if so, you are not alone. But if you sincerely want to find enduring happiness, you must find ways to entrust the past to God and then move on with your life.

If you have not yet made peace with the past, this is the day to declare an end to all hostilities. When you do, you can then direct your thoughts to the exciting future that God has in store for you.

Great Ideas About Acceptance

Have courage for the great sorrows of life and patience for the small ones, and when you have laboriously accomplished your daily task, go to sleep in peace. God is awake.

—VICTOR HUGO

Acceptance says: True, this is my situation at the moment. I’ll look unblinkingly at the reality of it. But I’ll also open my hands to accept willingly whatever a loving Father sends me.

—CATHERINE MARSHALL

We must meet our disappointments, our thwartings, our persecutions, our malicious enemies, our provoking friends, our trials and temptations of every sort, with an active and experimental attitude of surrender and trust. We must spread our wings and “mount up” to the “heavenly places in Christ” above them all, where they will lose their power to harm or distress us.

—HANNAH WHITALL SMITH

Surrender to the Lord is not a tremendous sacrifice, not an agonizing performance. It is the most sensible thing you can do.

—CORRIE TEN BOOM

We must accept finite disappointment, but we must never lose infinite hope.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

Don’t let your future be held captive by your past.

—A. R. BERNARD

More from God’s Word

Give in to God, come to terms with him and everything will turn out just fine.

—JOB 22:21 MSG

Do not remember the past events, pay no attention to things of old. Look, I am about to do something new; even now it is coming. Do you not see it? Indeed, I will make a way in the wilderness, rivers in the desert.

—ISAIAH 43:18-19 HCSB

A Simple Step

Maybe you think your past has been negative. But God doesn’t build anything on a negative. He always builds on a positive. So don’t focus on the negatives in your past … focus on the positives.
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 Happiness Is … Learning How to Endure Hardships with Patience and Trust


Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.

—JAMES 1:2-4 NIV

Happiness is learning how to deal with the inevitable disappointments of life. When we are troubled, God stands ready and willing to protect us. Our responsibility, of course, is to ask Him for protection. When we call upon Him in heartfelt prayer, He will answer—in His own time and in accordance with His own perfect plan.

Life is often challenging, but we must not be afraid. God loves us, and He will protect us. In times of hardship, He will comfort us; in times of sorrow, He will dry our tears. When we are troubled or weak or sorrowful, God is always with us. We must build our lives on the rock that cannot be shaken: We must trust in God. And then, we must get on with the hard work of tackling our problems … because if we don’t, who will? Or should?

Great Ideas About Adversity

Often the trials we mourn are really gateways into the good things we long for.

—HANNAH WHITALL SMITH

Never let your head hang down. Never give up and sit down and grieve. Find another way.

—LEROY “SATCHEL” PAIGE

Recently I’ve been learning that life comes down to this: God is in everything. Regardless of what difficulties I am experiencing at the moment, or what things aren’t as I would like them to be, I look at the circumstances and say, “Lord, what are you trying to teach me?”

—CATHERINE MARSHALL

The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.

—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

The size of your burden is never as important as the way you carry it.

—LENA HORNE

Hidden behind every difficulty is at least one opportunity, and maybe more.

—A. R. BERNARD

More from God’s Word

We also have joy with our troubles, because we know that these troubles produce patience. And patience produces character, and character produces hope.

—ROMANS 5:3-4 NCV

The Lord lifts up those who are weighed down. The Lord loves the godly.

—PSALM 146:8 NLT

A Simple Step

When tough times arrive, you should work as if everything depended on you and pray as if everything depended on God.
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 Happiness Is … Learning to Control Negative Emotions


My dear brothers and sisters, always be willing to listen and slow to speak. Do not become angry easily, because anger will not help you live the right kind of life God wants.

—JAMES 1:19-20 NCV

Happiness is freedom from all those pesky negative emotions: emotions such as worry, low self-esteem, envy, greed, resentment, prejudice, hatred, and discouragement, for starters. Of course, the list of self-defeating emotions doesn’t stop there, but you get the idea.

So what can you do to deliver yourself from the evils of these misdirected thoughts? Well, you can start by slowing down, stepping back, and thinking carefully about the things you’ve been thinking … and why. And while you’re thinking things through, you’ll want to recount your blessings, “rethank” your Creator, and review who—or what—may be pulling your emotional strings.

Human emotions are highly variable, decidedly unpredictable, and often unreliable. Our emotions are like the weather, only sometimes far more fickle. So we must learn to rein in the negative thoughts that might otherwise derail our days and our lives. In short, we must learn to reject negative emotions and the negative people who spread them around.

Some folks are just plain gloomy … about everything. These unfortunate people have nothing good to say about anybody, and they’ll encourage you to join in their misery. You can choose to join in if you want, but you’re better off if you don’t. In fact, if you want to remain healthy and happy, you’ll work hard to steer clear of these negativity specialists. That’s why I have a little sign in a black frame sitting on my desk. It was given to me by one of my parishioners we affectionately call the Tambourine Lady. It faces the door in clear sight of whoever walks in. It says, “Warning! Negative Energy-Free Area. Please think positive before entering.”

Who’s pulling your emotional strings? Are you allowing highly emotional people or highly charged situations to dictate your moods, or are you wiser than that?

Sometime during the coming days, you may encounter a tough situation or a difficult person. And as a result, you may be gripped by a strong negative emotion. Distrust it. Rein it in. Test it. And turn it over to God.

Your emotions will inevitably change; God will not. So trust Him completely. When you do, you’ll be surprised at how quickly those negative feelings can evaporate into thin air.
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