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(Lecture Two:  Jeremiah Burroughs) 

 

 

 

III.  Jeremiah Burroughs.   

A.  Biography.   

1.  The Scripture reminds us that we are both to contend earnestly for the faith once 

for all delivered to the saints (Jude 1:1-3), as well as diligently guard the bond of 

unity in the Spirit of love Eph. 4:1-3).   

a.  Jeremiah Burroughs was one of those rare individuals who did both.   

(i)  Richard Baxter once said that if all the Episcopalians had been like 

Archbishop Ussher, all the Presbyterians like Stephen Marshall, and all the 

Independents like Jeremiah Burroughs, then the divisions of the church 

would soon have been healed.   

(ii)  Burroughs own heart was so broken by the divisions among the Puritan 

reformers in the 1640’s that it contributed to his premature death – humanly 

speaking – at the age of forty-seven.   

 

b.  His life and ministry were short, but they were rich and exemplified many of 

the best features of the era in which he lived.   

 

2.  Background and education.   

a.  Born in East Anglia (an area in the east of England) in 1599, he was educated 

at Emmanuel College, Cambridge.   

(i)  Emmanuel was founded in 1584 on the site of an old Dominican college 

and became the greatest seminary of Puritan preachers.   

(ii)  Through its doors passed Thomas Hooker, John Cotton, Thomas Shepard 

– all of whom were founding fathers in New England), as well as Stephen 

Marshall, William Bridge, Anthony Burgess, Thomas Brooks and Thomas 

Watson.   

 

b.  While he was still at Cambridge, Burroughs became a nonconformist and was 

eventually force to leave the university.   

 

3.  Ministry – his ministry falls into three periods:   

a.  First period:  After leaving Cambridge, he ministered to two congregations in 

East Anglia, a region where Puritan principles had the greatest influence.   

(i)  His first charge was at Bury St. Edmunds, where he ministered with 

Edmund Calamy, who was also later to be a famous city preacher, a writer – 

he was one of the co-authors of a tract (Smectymnuus) against Episcopal 

government and the liturgy of the Church of England – and a church leader 

– after the Restoration of Charles II, he refused a bishopric.   

(ii)  His second charge was as Rector of Tivetshall, Norfolk, in 1631.   
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(a)  Although East Anglia was a Puritan stronghold, his position was soon 

jeopardized by the bishops who were determined to enforce nationwide 

conformity, under the direction of William Laud.   

(b)  Bishop Wren of Norwich was one of most adamant members of the 

Episcopal bench.  Through his visitation articles, he insisted on placing 

the communion table altarwise, encouraged superstitious gestures (not 

allowed by the Prayer Book), prohibited afternoon sermons on the 

Lord’s Day, and required all ministers to read the “Book of Sports,” that 

urged the people to engage in various recreations on the Lord’s Day after 

the morning service.   

(c)  Several ministers were suspended by Wren for nonconformity or for 

refusing the read the “Book of Sports”, among them being Calamy, 

Bridge, and Burroughs in 1636.   

 

b.  The second period begins in 1637, when he was called to serve the English 

Church at Rotterdam, where he stayed for four years.   

(i)  Laud’s policies not only caused Puritan ministers to leave England, but also 

many of its citizens and church members left seeking the freedom to 

worship God according to Scripture and their conscience.  

(ii)  Some crossed the Atlantic to found New England.  But others sought 

refuge on the Continent, as the Reformers did a century earlier.   

(iii)  In the 1630’s Holland, which was now free from the yoke of Roman 

Catholic Spain, especially welcomed the exiles.   

(iv)  There was a succession of notable Puritan divines who ministered to the 

English congregations there, including Dr. William Ames – formerly 

professor of Theology at the University of Franeker – who became the 

teacher of the English church at Rotterdam in 1632, but who died the next 

year.   

(v)  In 1637, Burroughs agreed to fill that office.  William Bridge joined him as 

the pastor of that church, after he was forced to leave his charge at Norwich 

because of Bishop Wren.   

 

c.  The third period of his life, that ended with his death, was the period of his 

greatest success as a preacher in London and a reformer of the Independent 

persuasion.   

(i)  The Long Parliament, which put an end to many of the bad features of 

Laud’s reign, invited the exiled ministers to return to England, including 

Burroughs.   

(ii)  He returned in 1642 to perform a dual role, both as a city preacher and as 

one of the authors of the new religious settlement.  It was in this second 

capacity that he was summoned to take his place as a member of the 

Westminster Assembly.   

(iii)  Burroughs played a full part in the work of the Assembly, even though he 

was among the small group of Independents who were opposed to certain 

features of church government that was agreed to by the majority of the 

Assembly.   
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(iv)  These “Five Dissenting Brethren,” as the Independent leaders were called 

(which included Philip Nye, Jeremiah Burroughs, William Bridge and 

Sidrach Simpson, Thomas Goodwin), were in full doctrinal agreement with 

the other Puritans, and Burroughs, especially, lamented the deep division 

which followed.   

(v)  One of his most famous works was Irenicum or Heart-Divisions Opened in 

which he pled for the unity of all who loved the truth and argued that it was 

a wrong spirit and wrong motives that turned comparatively minor 

differences into rigid divisions.   

(vi)  His efforts to obtain a united church settlement proved to be unsuccessful, 

though there were many Puritan ministers who were sympathetic.   

(vii)  During this time of Parliament’s power, many of the best preachers came 

to London, and Burroughs was chosen to preach at Stepney and 

Cripplegate, the two greatest congregations in England.   

(viii)  At Stepney, he shared the ministry with William Greenhill – who was 

famous for his Commentary on Ezekiel.  Burroughs took the earlier service 

at 7:00 a.m., while Greenhill the later service, so that Burroughs came to be 

called the morning-star of Stepney and Greenhill the evening-star (Boland).   

(ix)  His constant labors and his grief over the divisions in the church 

contributed to his decline in health, and on November 14, 1646, he died of 

consumption (Puritan’s Mind).   

 

d.  We learn about Burroughs’ preaching through his published works, which are 

mainly sermons.   

(i)  These sermons were published posthumously for the most part and were 

very popular during the seventeenth century.   

(ii)  The Rare Jewel was first published in 1648, two years after his death.  It 

was prefaced and sponsored by several eminent divines, including Bridge, 

Greenhill, Thomas Goodwin, Philip Nye, and Sidrach Simpson.   

(iii)  They conclude their preface by writing, “The only seat this (Jewel of 

Contentment) is ordained for is the precious tablets of men’s hearts, in and 

from which alone the native luster of it will be made conspicuous.  Reader, 

buy it, set and wear it there, and it shall, as Solomon speaks, ‘be life unto 

your soul, and grace unto your neck.  You shall not be afraid when you lie 

down; yes, your sleep shall be sweet unto you:  for the Lord will be your 

confidence’” (Boland).   

 

B.  The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment.   

1.  The text and its explanation.   

a.  “I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am” (Phil. 4:11).   

b.  What does Paul mean?  “I find a sufficiency of satisfaction in my own heart, 

through the grace of Christ that is in me.  Though I have not outward comforts 

and worldly conveniences to supply my necessities, yet I have a sufficient 

portion between Christ and my soul abundantly to satisfy me in every 

condition.”   
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c.  “The doctrinal conclusion briefly is this:  That to be well skilled in the mystery 

of Christian contentment is the duty, glory and excellence of a Christian.”   

 

2.  What is Christian contentment?   

a.  “I offer the following description:  Christian contentment is that sweet, inward, 

quiet, gracious frame of spirit, which freely submits to and delights in God’s 

wise and fatherly disposal in every condition.”   

b.  It is the quiet of the heart.   

(i)  “It is not only that we do not seek to help ourselves by outward violence, or 

that we forbear from discontented and murmuring expressions with perverse 

words and bearing against God and others.  But it is the inward submission 

of the heart.  ‘Truly, my soul waiteth upon God’ (Psalm 62:1) . . . Not only 

must the tongue hold its peace; the soul must be silent.  Many may sit 

silently, refraining from discontented expressions . . . yet inwardly they are 

bursting with discontent.”   

(ii)  What is this quietness of heart not opposed to?   

(a)  “That you may understand this better, I would add that this quiet, 

gracious frame of spirit is not opposed to certain things:  1. To a due 

sense of affliction. God gives his people leave to be sensible of what they 

suffer.  Christ does not say, ‘Do not count as a cross what is a cross’; he 

says, ‘Take up your cross daily’. . . .”   

(b)  “2. It is not opposed to making in an orderly manner our moan and 

complaint to God, and to our friends.  Though a Christian ought to be 

quiet under God’s correcting hand, he may without any breach of 

Christian contentment complain to God. . . .”   

(c)  “3. It is not opposed to all lawful seeking for help in different 

circumstances, nor to endeavoring simply to be delivered out of present 

afflictions by the use of lawful means. . . .”   

(d)  We don’t need to pretend our afflictions aren’t afflictions, we are not 

forbidden to cry to God or to others for help, we are not forbidden to try 

and get ourselves out of those situations.   

 

(iii)  What is this quietness of spirit opposed to?  What is it we may not do?   

(a)  “1. It is opposed to murmuring and repining [expressing discontent] at 

the hand of God, as the discontented Israelites often did.  If we cannot 

bear this either in our children or servants, much less can God bear it in 

us.”   

(b)  “2. To vexing [being angered or distressed] and fretting, which is a 

degree beyond murmuring.  I remember the saying of a heathen, ‘A wise 

man may grieve for, but not be vexed with his afflictions’.  There is a 

vast different between a kindly grieving and a disordered vexation.”   

(c)  “3. To tumultuousness [noisiness] of spirit, when the thoughts run 

distractingly and work in a confused manner, so that the affections are 

like the unruly multitude in the Acts, who did know for what purpose 

they had come together.  The Lord expects you to be silent under his rod, 
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and, as was said in Acts 19:36, ‘You ought to be quiet and to do nothing 

rashly.’”   

(d)  “4. It is opposed to an unsettled and unstable spirit, whereby the heart is 

distracted from the present duty that God requires in our several 

relationships, towards God, ourselves and others.”  We are not to become 

frantic.   

(e)  “5. It is opposed to distracting, heart-consuming cares.  A gracious heart 

so esteems its union with Christ and the work that God sets it about that 

it will not willingly suffer anything to come in to choke it or deaden it.”  

To become consumed with the affliction.   

(f)  “6. It is opposed to sinking discouragements. . . .  We never consider 

that God can open the eyes of the blind with clay and spittle, he can work 

above, beyond, and even contrary to means. . . . God would have us to 

depend on him though we do not see how the thing may be brought 

about; otherwise, we do not show a quiet spirit.  Though an affliction is 

on you, do not let your heart sink under it.  So far as your heart sinks and 

you are discouraged under affliction, so much you need to learn this 

lesson of contentment.”  Don’t be discouraged.   

(g)  “7. It is opposed to sinful shiftings and shirkings to get relief and help.  

We see this kind of thing in Saul running to the witch of Endor, and 

offering sacrifice before Samuel came.  Nay, good King Jehoshaphat 

joins himself with Ahaziah (2 Chronicles 20:35).  And Asa goes to 

Benhadad, King of Syria, for help, ‘not relying upon the Lord’ (2 

Chronicles 16:7, 8), though the Lord had delivered the Ethiopian army 

into his hands consisting of a thousand thousand (2 Chronicles 14:12). . . 

.  Do you not experience such workings of spirit as this?  ‘Oh, if I could 

only be delivered from this affliction in any way, I would not care’ – 

your hearts are far from being quiet.  This sinful shifting is the next thing 

which is in opposition to the quietness which God requires in a contented 

spirit.”  Don’t put your trust in something outside of God.   

(h)  “8. The last thing that quietness of spirit is the opposite of is desperate 

risings of the heart against God by way of rebellion. . . . the truth is that 

not only wicked men, but sometimes the very saints of God find the 

beginnings of this, when an affliction remains for a long time . . . and 

strikes them, as it were, in the master vein.  They find in their hearts 

something of a rising against God, their thoughts begin to bubble, and 

their affections begin to move in rebellion against God himself.”   

(i)  “Especially is this the case with those who besides their corruptions 

have a large measure of melancholy.  The Devil works both upon the 

corruptions of their hearts and the melancholy disease of their bodies, 

and though much grace may lie underneath, yet under affliction there 

may be some risings against God himself.”   

(j)  “Now Christian quietness is opposed to all these things.  When affliction 

comes, whatever it is, you do not murmur; though you feel it, though you 

make your cry to God, though you desire to be delivered, and seek it by 

all good means, yet you do not murmur or repine, you do not fret or vex 
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yourself, there is not a tumultuousness of spirit in you, not an instability, 

there are not distracting fears in your hearts, no sinking discouragements, 

no unworthy shifts, no risings in rebellion against God in any way:  This 

is quietness of spirit under an affliction . . .”   

 

c.  It is an inward, quiet, gracious frame of spirit.   

(i)  “1. That it is a grace that spreads itself through the whole soul. . . . In some 

there is a partial contentment.  It is not the frame [state] of the [whole] soul, 

but some part of the soul has some contentment.”   

(ii)  “2. Spiritual contentment comes from the frame of the soul.  The 

contentment of a man or woman who is rightly content does not come so 

much from outward arguments or from any outward help, as from the 

disposition of their own hearts.  The disposition of their own hearts causes 

and brings forth this gracious contentment rather than any external thing.”   

(iii)  “Let me explain myself.  Someone is disturbed, suppose it to be a child or 

a man or a woman.  If you come and bring some great thing to please them, 

perhaps it will quiet them and they will be contented.  It is the thing you 

bring that quiets them, not the disposition of their own spirits, not any good 

temper in their own hearts, but the external thing you bring them.  But when 

a Christian is content in the right way, the quiet comes more from the 

temper and disposition of his own heart than from any external argument or 

from the possession of anything in the world.”  If a baby is crying, and you 

give it a rattle, you have settled the baby down, his heart did not settle itself.   

(iv)  “3. It is the frame of spirit that shows the habitual character of this grace 

of contentment. . .  Now I say that contentment is a quiet frame of spirit and 

by that I mean that you should find men and women in a good mood not 

only at this or that time, but as the constant tenor and temper of their hearts.  

A Christian who, in the constant tenor and temper of his heart, can carry 

himself quietly with constancy has learned this lesson of contentment.  

Otherwise his Christianity is worth nothing, for no one, however furious in 

his discontent, will not be quiet when he is in a good mood.”   

 

d.  Contentment freely submits to and takes pleasure in God’s will.   

(i)  “1. The heart is readily brought over [to submit].  When someone does a 

thing freely, he does not need a lot of moving to get him to do it.”   

(ii)  “2. It is freely, that is, [it submits] not by constraint.  Not, as we say, 

patience by force.  Thus many will say that you must be content:  ‘This is 

the hand of God and you cannot help it.’  Oh, but this is too low an 

expression for Christians. . . . No, it should be, ‘Readily and freely I will be 

content.’  It is suitable to my heart to yield to God and to be content.  I find 

it a thing that comes naturally that my soul should be content.  Oh, you 

should answer your friends so who come and tell you that you must be 

content:  No, I am willing to yield to God, and I am freely content.”   

(iii)  “3. This freedom [in submitting] is in opposition to mere stupidity.  A 

man or woman may be contented merely from lack of sense.  This is not 
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free, any more than a man who is paralysed in a deadly way and does not 

feel it when you nip him is patient freely.”   

 

e.  Contentment will submit to God and take pleasure in His will in every kind of 

affliction, no matter how long, and no matter how it changes.  “Now those of 

you who have learned to be content, have learned to attain to these various 

things.  I hope that the very opening of these things may so far work on your 

hearts that you may lay your hands upon your hearts on what has been said, I 

say, that the very telling you what the lesson is may cause you to lay your 

hands on your hearts and say, ‘Lord, I see there is more to Christian 

contentment than I thought there was, and I have been far from learning this 

lesson.  Indeed, I have only learned my ABC in this lesson of contentment.  I 

am only in the lower form in Christ’s school if I am in it at all.’  We shall 

speak of these things more later, but my particular aim in opening this point is 

to show what a great mystery there is in Christian contentment, and how many 

distinct lessons there are to be learned, that we may come to attain to this 

heavenly disposition, to which St. Paul attained.”    

 

3.  The mystery of contentment.    

a.  Introduction.   

(i)  “But you will object:  What you speak of is very good, if we could attain to 

it; but is it possible for anyone to attain to this?  . . .  There are many things 

that men do in their callings, that if a countryman comes and sees, he thinks 

it a mighty hard thing, and that he should never be able to do it.  But that is 

because he does not understand the art of it; there is a twist of the hand by 

which you may do it with ease.  Now that is the business of this book, to 

open to you the art and mystery of contentment.”   

(ii)  “There is a great mystery and art in what way a Christian comes to 

contentment.  By what has been already opened to you there will appear 

some mystery and art, as that a man should be content with his affliction, 

and yet thoroughly sensible of his affliction too; to be thoroughly sensible 

of an affliction, and to endeavor to remove it by all lawful means, and yet to 

be content:  there is a mystery in that.  . . .  Grace teaches us how to 

moderate and to order an affliction so that there shall be a sense of it, and 

yet for all that contentment under it.”   

 

b.  There is a mystery in contentment.  “It may be said of one who is contented in 

a Christian way that he is the most contented man in the world, and yet the 

most unsatisfied man in the world; these two together must needs be 

mysterious. . . .  You will say, ‘How is that?’  A man who has learned the art of 

contentment is the most contented with any low condition that he has in the 

world, and yet he cannot be satisfied with the enjoyment of all the world.  He 

is contented if he has but a crust, but bread and water, that is, if God disposes 

of him, for the things of the world, to have but bread and water for his present 

condition, he can be satisfied with God’s disposal in that; yet if God should 

give unto him Kingdoms and Empires, all the world to rule, if he should give it 
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him for his portion, he would not be satisfied with that.  Here is the mystery of 

it:  though his heart is so enlarged that the enjoyment of all the world and ten 

thousand worlds cannot satisfy him for his portion; yet he has a heart quieted 

under God’s disposal, if he gives him but bread and water.  To join these two 

together must needs be a great art and mystery.  Though he is contented with 

God in a little, yet those things that would content other men will not content 

him.”   

c.  A Christian gains contentment not by way of addition but subtraction. . . . “not 

so much by adding to what he would have, or to what he has, not by adding 

more to his condition; but rather by subtracting from his desires, so as to make 

his desires and his circumstances even and equal. . . .  The way to be rich is not 

by increasing wealth, but by diminishing our desires.  Certainly that man or 

woman is rich, who have their desires satisfied.  Now a contented man has his 

desires satisfied, God satisfies them, that is, all considered, he is satisfied that 

his circumstances are for the present the best circumstances.”   

d.  A Christian gains contentment not by removing his burden, but by adding a 

burden.   

(i)  “Are you afflicted, and is there a great load and burden on you because of 

your affliction?  You think there is no way in the world to get contentment, 

but, O that this burden were but off!  O it is a heavy load, and few know 

what a burden I have.  What, do you think that there is no way for the 

contentment of your spirit, but to get rid of your burden?  O you are 

deceived.  The way of contentment is to add another burden, that is, to labor 

to load and burden your heart with your sin; the heavier the burden of your 

sin is to your heart, the lighter will the burden of your affliction be to your 

heart, and so you shall come to be content.”   

(ii)  “Many times in a family, when any affliction befalls them, Oh, what an 

amount of discontent is there between man and wife!  If they are crossed in 

their possessions at land, or have bad news from across the seas, or if those 

whom they trusted are ruined and the like, or perhaps something in the 

family causes strife between man and wife, in reference to the children or 

servants, and there is nothing but quarrelling and discontent among them, 

now they are many times burdened with their own discontent; and perhaps 

will say one to another, It is very uncomfortable for us to live so 

discontented as we do.  But have you ever tried this way, husband and wife?  

Have you ever got alone and said, ‘Come, Oh let us go and humble our 

souls before God together, let us go into our chamber and humble our souls 

before God for our sin, by which we have abused those mercies that God 

has taken away from us, and we have provoked God against us.  Oh let us 

charge ourselves with our sin, and be humbled before the Lord together’?  

Have you tried such a way as this?  Oh you would find that the cloud would 

be taken away, and the sun would shine in upon you, and you would have a 

great deal more contentment than ever you had.  If a man’s estate is broken, 

either by plunderers, or any other way; how shall this man have 

contentment?  How?  By the breaking of his heart.  God has broken your 

estate; Oh seek to him for the breaking of your heart likewise.  Indeed, a 
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broken estate and a whole heart, a hard heart, will not join together; there 

will be no contentment.  But a broken estate and a broken heart will so suit 

one another, as that there will be more contentment than there was before.”   

 

e.  Contentment is gained not so much by removing the affliction as the changing 

of it into something else.  “I mean in regard of the use of it, though for the 

thing itself the affliction remains.  The way of contentment to a carnal heart is 

only the removing of the affliction.  O that it may be gone!  ‘No,’ says a 

gracious heart, ‘God has taught me a way to be content though the affliction 

itself still continues.’  There is a power of grace to turn this affliction into 

good; it takes away the sting and poison of it.  Take the case of poverty, a 

man’s possessions are lost:  Well, is there no way to be contented till your 

possessions are made up again?  Till your poverty is removed?  Yes, certainly, 

Christianity would teach contentment, though poverty continues.  It will teach 

you how to turn your poverty to spiritual riches.  You shall be poor still as to 

your outward possessions, but this shall be altered; whereas before it was a 

natural evil to you, it comes now to be turned to a spiritual benefit to you.  And 

so you come to be content.”   

f.   Contentment is achieved not by gaining back what is lost, but by doing the 

duty your circumstances require.  “This is the way of contentment.  There are 

these circumstances that I am in, with many wants:  I want this and the other 

comfort – well, how shall I come to be satisfied and content?  A carnal heart 

thinks, I must have my wants made up or else it is impossible that I should be 

content.  But a gracious heart says, ‘What is the duty of the circumstances God 

has put me into?  Indeed, my circumstances have changed, I was not long since 

in a prosperous state, but God has changed my circumstances.  The Lord has 

called me no more Naomi, but Marah.  Now what am I to do?  What can I 

think now are those duties that God requires of me in the circumstances that he 

has now put me into?  Let me exert my strength to perform the duties of my 

present circumstances.’  Others spend their thoughts on things that disturb and 

disquiet them, and so they grow more and more discontented.”   

g.  Contentment is gained by submitting your desires to God’s.  “This too is a 

mystery to a carnal heart.  It is not by having his own desires satisfied, but by 

melting his will and desires into God’s will.  So that, in one sense, he comes to 

have his desires satisfied though he does not obtain the thing that he desired 

before; still he comes to be satisfied with this, because he makes his will to be 

at one with God’s will. . . .  Others would fain get the thing they desire, but a 

gracious heart will say, ‘O what God would have, I would have too; I will not 

only yield to it, but I would have it too.’ . . .  It is by this that a gracious heart 

gets contentment; he melts his will into God’s, for he says, ‘If God has glory, I 

have glory; God’s glory is my glory, and therefore God’s will is mine; if God 

has riches, then I have riches; if God is magnified, then I am magnified; if God 

is satisfied, then I am satisfied; God’s wisdom and holiness is mine, and 

therefore his will must needs be mine, and my will must needs be his.’  This is 

the art of a Christian’s contentment:  he melts his will into the will of God, and 

makes over his will to God.”   
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h.  Contentment doesn’t come from bringing comforts from without, but by 

purging our sins from within.  “Now the men of the world, when they would 

have contentment, and lack anything, Oh, they must have something from 

outside to content them.  But a godly man says:  ‘Let me get something out 

that is in already, and then I shall come to contentment.’  Suppose a man has a 

fever, that makes what he drinks taste bitter:  he says, ‘You must put some 

sugar into my drink’; his wife puts some in, and still the drink tastes bitter.  

Why?  Because the bitterness comes from a bitter choleric humor within.  But 

let the physician come and give him a bitter portion to purge out the bitterness 

that is within, and then he can taste his drink well enough.  It is just the same 

with men of the world:  Oh such a mercy added to this mercy, then it would be 

sweet; but even if God should put a spoonful or two of sugar in, it would still 

be bitter.  The way to contentment is to purge out your lusts and bitter humours 

[body fluids].”   

i.  He is content with what little the Lord gives him.   

(i)  “Adrian Junius uses the simile of a grasshopper to describe a contented 

man, and says he has this motto, ‘I am content with what I have, and hope 

for better.’  A grasshopper leads and skips up and down, and lives on the 

dew.  A grasshopper does not live on the grass as other things do; you do 

not know what it feeds on.  Other things though as little as grasshoppers, 

feed upon seeds or little flies and such things, but as for the grasshopper, 

you do not know what it feeds upon.  In the same way a Christian can get 

food that the world does not know of; he is fed in a secret way by the dew 

of the blessing of God.  A poor man or woman who has but a little with 

grace, lives a more contented life than his rich neighbor who has a great 

income; we find it so ordinarily – though they have but little, yet they have 

a secret blessing of God with it, which they cannot express to anyone else.  

If you were to come to them and say: ‘How is it that you live as happily as 

you do?’, they cannot tell you what they have; but they find there is a 

sweetness in what they do enjoy, and they know by experience that they 

never had such sweetness in former times.  Even though they had a greater 

abundance in former times than they have now, yet they know they never 

had such sweetness; but how this comes about they cannot tell.”   

(ii)  Five reasons Christians are content with little.   

(a)  “1. Because in what he has, he has the love of God to him.”  

(b)  “2. What they have is sanctified to them for good.”   

(c)  “3. A gracious heart has what he has free of cost; he is not likely to be 

called to pay for it.”   

(d)  “4. A godly man may very well be content, though he has only a little, 

for what he does have he has by right of Jesus Christ, by the purchase of 

Jesus Christ.”   

(e)  “5. There is another thing that shows the sweetness that is in the little 

that the Saints have, by which they come to have contentment, whereas 

others cannot, that is, Every little that they have is but as an earnest 

penny* for all the glory that is reserved for them; it is given them by God 
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as the forerunner of those eternal mercies that the Lord intends for 

them.”   

 

j.  He is content with what little the Lord gives him even in afflictions, “and find 

them very sweet to him, but in all the afflictions, all the evils that befall him, 

he can see love, and can enjoy the sweetness of love in his afflictions as well as 

in his mercies.  The truth is that the afflictions of God’s people come from the 

same eternal love that Jesus Christ came from.  Jerome said, ‘He is a happy 

man who is beaten when the stroke is a stroke of love.’ All God’s strokes are 

strokes of love and mercy, all God’s ways are mercy and truth, to those that 

fear him and love him (Psalm 25:10).”   

k.  A godly man is content as a mystery, “because just as he sees all his afflictions 

come from the same love that Jesus Christ did, so he sees them all sanctified in 

Jesus Christ, sanctified in a Mediator.  He sees, I say, all the sting and venom 

and poison of them taken out by the virtue of Jesus Christ, the Mediator 

between God and man.  For instance, when a Christian would have 

contentment he works it out thus:  what is my affliction?  Is it poverty that God 

strikes me with? – Jesus Christ had not a house to hide his head in, the fowls of 

the air had nests, and the foxes holes, but the Son of man had not a hole to hide 

his head in; now my poverty is sanctified by Christ’s poverty.  I can see by 

faith the curse and sting and venom taken out of my poverty by the poverty of 

Jesus Christ.”   

l.  There is a further mystery.  “A gracious heart has contentment by getting 

strength from Jesus Christ; he is able to bear his burden by getting strength 

from someone else. . . .  A Christian finds satisfaction in every circumstance by 

getting strength from another, by going out of himself to Jesus Christ, by his 

faith acting upon Christ, and bringing the strength of Jesus Christ into his own 

soul, he is thereby enabled to bear whatever God lays on him, by the strength 

that he finds from Jesus Christ.  Of his fullness do we receive grace for grace; 

there is strength in Christ not only to sanctify and save us, but strength to 

support us under all our burdens and afflictions, and Christ expects that when 

we are under any burden, we should act our faith upon him to draw virtue and 

strength from him.  Faith is the great grace that is to be acted under afflictions.  

It is true that other graces should be acted, but the grace of faith draws strength 

from Christ, in looking on him who has the fullness of all strength conveyed 

into the hearts of all believers. . . .  This is the way a godly man gets 

contentment, the mystery of it, by getting strength from Jesus Christ.”   

m.  The believer makes up what he lacks in God.  “That is another mystery, he has 

God in what he has.  I spoke about that somewhat before, in showing the dew 

of God’s blessing in what one has, for God is able to let out a great deal of his 

power in little things, and therefore the miracles that God has wrought, have 

been as much in the little things as in great.  Now just as God lets out a great 

deal of his power in working miracles in smaller things, so he lets out a great 

deal of goodness and mercy, in comforting and rejoicing the hearts of his 

people, in little things, as well as in great.  There may be as great riches in a 

pearl as in a great deal of lumber; but this is a different thing.”   
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n.  The believer gains contentment from the covenant God made with him.  “Now 

this is a way of getting contentment that the men of the world do not know:  

they can get contentment, if they have the creature to satisfy them; but in 

getting contentment from the Covenant of grace they have little skill.  I should 

have opened two things here, first, how to get contentment from the Covenant 

of grace in general (but I shall speak of that in the next sermon, and now, only 

a word on the second).  Secondly, how he gets contentment form the particular 

branches of the Covenant, that is, from the particular promises that he has, for 

supplying every particular want.  There is no condition that a godly man or 

woman can be in, but there is some promise or other in the Scripture to help 

him in that condition.  And that is the way of his contentment, to go to the 

promises, and get from the promise, that which may supply.  This is but a dry 

business to a carnal heart; but it is the most real thing in the world to a gracious 

heart:  when he finds lack of contentment he repairs to the promise, and the 

Covenant, and falls to pleading the promises that God has made.”   

o.  He finds contentment because of what God has promised in heaven.  “He has 

the kingdom of Heaven as present, and the glory that is to come; by faith he 

makes it present.  So the martyrs had contentment in their sufferings, for some 

of them said, ‘Though we have but a hard breakfast, yet we shall have a good 

dinner, we shall very soon be in heaven.’ ‘Do but shut your eyes’, said one, 

‘and you shall be in heaven at once.’ ‘We faint not’, says the Apostle (2 

Corinthians 4:16).  Why?  Because these light afflictions that are but for a 

moment, work for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory.  They 

see heaven before them and that contents them.”   

p.  A godly man finds contentment by looking to God.  “Other men or women are 

discontented, but how do they help themselves?  By abuse, by bad language.  

Someone crosses them, and they have no way to help themselves but by abuse 

and by bitter words, and so they relieve themselves in that way when they are 

angry.  But when a godly man is crossed, how does he relieve himself? – He is 

aware of his cross as well as you, but he goes to God in prayer, and there opens 

his heart to God and lets out his sorrows and fears, and then can come away 

with a joyful countenance.  Do you find that you can come away from prayer 

and not look sad?  It is said of Hannah, that when she had been at prayer her 

countenance was no more sad (1 Samuel 1:18), she was comforted:  this is the 

right way to contentment.”   

q.  Burroughs says a great deal more about contentment, but we’ll stop here.  

Perhaps this will be enough to wet your spiritual appetite to read his book.   


