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Philippians 4:11-13 11-17-19 

Contentment 
 

There are in the closing verses of Paul’s epistle to the Philippians two main ideas 

intermingled. One is Paul’s expression of gratitude for the gift he had received, the other is an 

expression of his personal contentment with or without their gift or any gift. Today, we consider the 

contentment of the apostle and what that means for us. 10-13 But I rejoiced in the Lord greatly, that 

now at last you have revived your concern for me; indeed, you were concerned before, but you 

lacked opportunity. 11Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to be content in whatever 

circumstances I am. 12I know how to get along with humble means, and I also know how to live in 

prosperity; in any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and going 

hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. 13I can do all things through Him who 

strengthens me. I remind you again that these words are written by a prisoner. For him this was not 

one of the up and prosperous times. Circumstantially it was a downer. It is a dismal setting from 

which he writes his words of contentment. But Paul says in verse 11 I have learned to be content.  

Paul obviously did not come by his contentment naturally. Paul obviously knew a time of personal 

discontent. He, in fact, like all of us, was naturally discontented. We are born that way. When you 

were born you showed up griping and crying, obviously not content over the change of scenery. And 

remember at the birth of our race, when Eve was tempted, what did Satan provoke in her? 

Discontentment. Even though Eve was given all the trees of the garden, Satan got her to feel 

deprived because the one tree was off limits. Discontentment is in our blood. It’s in our heritage. The 

nation of Israel, in spite of all God’s blessings was a discontented lot, marked by a spirit of 

grumbling. And we are no different. We, you, are naturally discontent. But here is good news – 

we’re not stuck like that. By grace, contentment can be learned. Let’s make that our aim today, 

today and every day, to learn what Paul learned, to be content whatever the circumstances. We’ll 

look briefly at the cause and consequences of discontentment and then spend more time looking at 

the cure. The cause, the consequence and the cure.  

     First, the cause. You ask some why they are discontented and they will tell you the cause is 

found in what they have or don’t have. It is found outside of them. It is in their circumstances. The 

cause is a lack of money, or mistreatment by others. It is a nagging health problem or a lack of 

appreciation. This, they say, is the cause; and in a way they are correct. But it is not the whole cause. 
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Many folks in the same circumstances are perfectly happy. Those types of things can only be the 

provisional cause. But the active cause, which is essential for discontentment is selfishness, is pride 

and a deeply rooted belief that I am not getting what is rightfully mine. 

    That being the case, we need very little help in being discontent, but we get help aplenty. It is 

the specific task of modern advertisement to stir up discontent about yourself and your possessions, 

so that you will buy a certain product or experience in an effort to arrive. In the big business boom 

of the 19th century the great business slogan was find a need and fill it. The modern idea is create a 

need and fill it. So, businesses spend billions of dollars on advertising to convince you that you need 

a bigger TV or that whiter teeth and fresh breath will help you make it with Sally, or that Michelob 

Lite will make you a winner. And we have bought the lies. Men, if you don’t wear Dockers and 

drive Hummers and drink Heineken, then don’t expect much out of life. You link this kind of brain-

washing with our natural selfishness and greed and you have more than enough cause for being 

discontent.  

      Well, what are the consequences of discontentment? The main consequence is bitterness. 

Bitterness at others – you’re bitter at your spouse, at your kids, at your boss. And most of all, 

consciously or unconsciously you are bitter at God. And such bitterness eats away at your spiritual 

life. It becomes an insurmountable barrier, a spiritual hang-up, and, as a result, you withhold total 

love and service to the Creator and lover of your soul. A discontented Christian is not a growing 

Christian and is seldom a serving Christian. My friend, as long as you are discontented, you will not 

glorify God and enjoy Him forever. But, I can think of nothing more foundational for happiness than 

contentment. Excitement and fun are not at the essence of happiness, but contentment is. That simple 

truth struck home to me during my first week at seminary as a young man in Mississippi. I’d really 

finally left home and all my friends and family. I’d gone off to this strange place where I knew no 

one and yet, as I took my first evening walk on the streets of Jackson I realized that here God was 

too. And a tremendous sense of well-being and peace came over me. I knew I was growing in a 

God-based contentment, flowing from an amazement at His wonderful presence. The Lord is my 

shepherd, that’s all I want. 

    Contentment – everybody desires it. We all strive for it. But we do it in one of three ways. 

First, there is what you could call the worldly way. The worldly way to gain contentment is by 

changing our circumstances. That is, if you are poor, you try to get rich. If you are weak, you try to 
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get strong. If someone bothers you, you avoid them and so on. You change spouses, clothes, cars, 

houses and cities all in an effort to gain some contentment. But there are two problems with the 

worldly way. First, you don’t always succeed. There are some things you can’t change. Jesus said 

that all your worry won’t make you a bit taller. You can’t change that. If you want money or 

success, all the effort in the world can’t guarantee them. And how sad it is to see someone striving 

for contentment like this and failing. How sad is the picture of the man in his fifties who looks at his 

life and realizes he never made it. The house, the car, the income never came. He didn’t reach his 

ideal – he failed. What heartbreak is in that! How tragic! 

    But just as sad, just as tragic is the man or woman who does succeed, who does gain the 

money, the prestige, the luxuries he always wanted and finds they don’t satisfy. He struggles to 

climb the ladder of success and makes it to the top only to find it is leaning against the wrong wall. 

He’s still discontent. So many times I’ve heard and so have you, testimonies from Christian people 

who had made it in worldly pursuits. They had the fame, the fortune, the pleasures – but they did not 

satisfy. There was still a hole inside until they met Christ. The latest in the news is Kanye West 

amazingly enough. And this is the witness of the writer of Ecclesiastes who said 2:10a,11 All that 

my eyes desired I did not refuse them. I did not withhold my heart from any pleasure…11Thus I 

considered all my activities which my hands had done and the labor which I had exerted, and behold 

all was vanity and striving after wind and there was no profit under the sun. The newspapers almost 

every day tell the stories of hugely successful people who are doing drugs, who are suicidal, who are 

just miserable.  

   In contrast, the beloved apostle said 12 I know how to get along with humble means, and I 

also know how to live in prosperity; in any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of 

being filled and going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. He could handle 

poverty and he could handle abundance. Most of us can’t handle either. Some complain about how 

little you have. You’d be happier rich you think. Others are discontent with much. We are unsettled 

by suffering need and by prosperity. I once heard the story of the minister who was asked by his 

deacons to go see a man in the church named Joe. Seems ole Joe had inherited a million dollars from 

a rich uncle who had died. But Joe didn’t know about it and the deacons were afraid to tell him 

because Joe had a heart problem and they were just afraid that exciting news like this would be more 

than he could take, and he might have a heart-attack and die. So, they asked the pastor if he would 
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go see ole Joe and break the news to him real gentle-like. So, the pastor agreed and he went out to 

see Joe and was just having an easy conversation, talking about the weather and things. But then the 

pastor said, “Joe, let’s just imagine that you were to somehow come into a million dollars – what 

would you do with it?” Well Joe thought for a moment and then he said, “Well, Pastor, first thing I’d 

do is give half of it to the church.” Upon hearing that, the pastor had a heart attack and died.  

     The second way people try to find contentment is the stoical way. That is, you develop a 

stern or passive outlook on things. You just bear down and say, “that’s life, que sera, sera.” But that 

is not the Biblical way either. The New Bible Dictionary gives this definition of biblical 

contentment: it is not a passive acceptance of the status quo, but the positive assurance that God has 

supplied one’s needs and the consequent release from unnecessary desire.   

     So, we come to the third way to achieve contentment, and it is the proper way. Let’s call it 

God’s way. When all else fails, follow directions. So, I give you God’s cure for discontentment, the 

secrets of contentment which Paul had learned. There are five. #1 is to recognize and confess that 

your discontentment is sin. In a sense, discontentment made the ten commandments when God said, 

Thou shalt not covet. It is a sin normally expressed by grumbling, and Philippians 2:14 says, do all 

things without grumbling. What I want you to understand - and if you are spiritually awake I think 

you will – is that as a child of God discontentment insults your father. How would you fathers feel if 

your children complained about being underprivileged? I know how my own dad felt. When I grew 

up we weren’t poor but my mother thought we were. Her father was a wealthy man and her friends 

were wealthy, so in her eyes we were poor and she communicated that very clearly to me. So, one 

day, as a small boy I went to my daddy and said, “I’m tired of being poor, why don’t you get another 

job?” And he was so hurt and angered by that remark that, after he beat the tar out of my backside, 

he walked out of the house and didn’t come back for two days.  

     Brethren, our Father has loved us, given us His Son to die for us, granted us cups 

overflowing – how dare we excuse our sour discontented and grumbling spirits. So many people, 

when they seek out spiritual counsel come with a long story of tragedies and hardships. They can go 

on and on about their problems and in many cases, if you listen closely, you can see that what they 

are saying with their many words is, “God sure hasn’t been fair to me.” And although I will gladly 

listen to a person share hurts and disappointments, I refuse to support the thinking of someone 

arguing that God isn’t being fair with them. Oswald Chambers says, Never sympathize with a soul 
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whose case makes you believe that God is hard. They are slandering God and instead of trying to 

gain witnesses against God, they need, you need, to repent of your discontentment. It is sin.  

    The second secret of contentment is to turn your eyes upon Jesus and fill your mind with the 

truth of God’s benevolent sovereignty. Our contentment is “in Him.” Turn your eyes upon Jesus – 

those are not only words of a hymn but the words of Hebrews 12:2 where we are exhorted to fix our 

eyes upon Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith. That’s a great verse to memorize. As is Romans 

8:28 We know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those 

who are called according to His purpose and Philippians 4:19 My God will supply all your needs 

according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus and Ephesians 1:3 Blessed be the God and Father of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in 

Christ. Did you hear that? Every spiritual blessing. You can trust in God and base your contentment 

not on what you have but on who you have. Riches I heed not, nor man’s empty praise, thou mine 

inheritance, now and always. Another one of our hymns says, Lord, I would clasp Thy hand in mine, 

nor ever murmur nor repine; content, whatever lot I see, since 'tis my God that leadeth me. The 

more we make God our treasure, the more we grow in confidence that we are loved by Him, the 

more our souls will be satisfied and the more we will live in contentment.  

    The third secret of contentment is to re-evaluate your needs. A sociologist from a big 

university went to do a study on farm life in rural America and he moved in for a time with an older 

farm couple who had very little of this world's riches. On his first night there his hostess said to him, 

"Now if there is anything you need just let us know and we'll teach you how to get along without it." 

You kids have no idea how bad the Wi Fi was back in the 60s. But we did okay. You know, 

advertising has done its job. We call needs what the rest of the world calls luxuries. You can 

commonly hear us saying things like, I need a new computer, I need a new car, I need new cell 

phone. Some time back I heard EV Hill, a preacher from inner-city LA talk about his hometown of 

Sweet Home, Texas. He grew up without much of what we call necessities, but he said it didn’t 

matter; we thought we were rich, cause there wasn’t nobody telling us we were poor. How unlike us. 

Though we are rich, we think we are poor. But you have the same choice Eve had in the garden. You 

can concentrate on what you don’t have or on what you do have.  

     If you are a Christian, God has met your greatest need – which is forgiveness of sins, 

reconciliation with God. And I know it sounds simple, but shouldn’t we desire spiritual things, not 
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earthly? Psalm 27:4 One thing I have asked from the LORD, that I shall seek: that I may dwell in the 

house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LORD and to meditate in His 

temple. But if you insist on the earthly, look at I Timothy 6:6-8 But godliness actually is a means of 

great gain when accompanied by contentment. 7For we have brought nothing into the world, so we 

cannot take anything out of it either. 8If we have food and covering, with these we shall be content. 

What do you need to be content? Won’t you re-evaluate your needs. and as you do, seek for their 

fulfillment in heavenly things. A little girl in Sunday School was called on to quote the 23rd psalm. 

She messed up and said, The Lord is my Shepherd, that’s all I want. Secret to contentment three is to 

re-evaluate your needs.  

     Secret to contentment four is to concentrate on service to others. Psychologists say that the 

best way to escape depression is to actively help others. But Jesus said that long ago. And it is true. 

The happiest people I know can list for hours the needs of others but don’t care to list any for self. I 

remember learning that from an experience I had the summer after I left college. The first two weeks 

of summer I was sick with a cold and worn out from activity and I couldn’t wait to get together with 

some college friends just to unload and soak in some pity. And the night came when I was to see 

some friends in Gainesville, and there was this one girl whom I greatly admired who came in late. 

We were all sitting around and she came in with exhaustion painted all over her. I knew at the time 

she was going to class all morning, working all afternoon and spending nights usually serving the 

church. And she was obviously fatigued but she also wore her ever-present smile. She sat down next 

to me a little later and I was ready to let loose with my ailments, but I thought I would be polite and 

so I asked her, “How are you doing?” Now, I may have misread her response, but I’ll never forget it 

because this self-giving young lady looked at me as if she was caught off guard by my question. And 

I realized that she had given no thought to how she was doing. She was so wrapped up in the lives of 

others that her own state was of little concern. And that, my friends, is part of the contented life – a 

life that is concerned with serving others more and thinking of selfless.   

      I have one more brief point that may be hard to understand. The fifth way to find 

contentment is to dispossess all but Christ. By that I do not mean you must give away all your 

property literally, but you do need to dispossess it all. You can have it, but don’t possess it; don’t 

cling to it in a needy and neurotic way. The ultimate way to contentment is to relinquish emotionally 

all your possessions, friends, family, ambitions and rights – everything but Christ. This is what Paul 
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had done and this is why all the efforts of men and devils to discourage him and break him failed. 

Leonard Ravenhill writes of that apostle Paul, he had no ambitions and so had nothing to be jealous 

about. He had no reputation and so had nothing to fight about. He had no “rights” so therefore 

could not suffer wrong. He was already broken so no one could break him. He was “dead” so none 

could kill him. He was less than the least, so who could humble him? He had suffered the loss of all 

things, so none could defraud him. Ravenhill then concludes, over this God-intoxicated man, hell 

suffered headaches.  

     Paul learned the secret of contentment. He knew that discontentment was a sin. He believed 

in a sovereign God who loved Him. He knew what he really needed, he concentrated on serving and 

he dispossessed all but Christ. One day a man who took great pride in his lawn found himself with a 

large, healthy crop of dandelions. He tried every conceivable method he knew to get rid of them, but 

they still plagued him and his lawn. Finally, he wrote to the Department of Agriculture, enumerating 

all the things he had tried, and closed his letter with the question, “What shall I do now?” In due 

course came the reply, “We suggest you learn to love them.” You can learn things like that. Paul 

learned contentment; so can you. Horatio Spafford was a Christian poet living in Chicago in the 

1870s when he lost everything he owned in the famous Chicago fire. Two years later, he was still 

attending to business there when he put his wife and four children on an ocean-liner to France where 

he intended to meet them later that month. At two in the morning on November 22, 1873 the luxury 

French ocean liner was rammed by an English vessel and slowly sank to the ocean’s bottom, 

drowning over 200 passengers including all four of Spafford’s children. Nine days later when Mrs. 

Spafford made it to France, she cabled her husband with just two words, “Saved alone.” Her 

husband Horatio booked passage to France to join his grieving wife as soon as he could. One 

evening on his way over to Europe, the captain of his ship called Spafford into his cabin and told 

him, “I believe we are now passing over the very place where your wife’s ship went down.” That 

night Spafford, in his heart-break and pain wrote out five stanzas, the first of which contained these 

lines. When peace like a river attendeth my way, when sorrows like sea billows roll, whatever my lot 

Thou has taught me to say, “It is well, it is well with my soul.” And so, I wonder if you can say that. 

Is it well with your soul this morning? Are you sure that you are ready for juCondgment? If not, you 

have every reason to be discontent, and anxious until you find peace with God through Jesus Christ. 
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If you know Christ, this is an awesome and yet gloriously happy hymn. We will sing it after we 

pray.  


