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Learning Contentment 
 

Readings: Philippians 4:10-23, Matthew 6:24-34 
 

It is a great privilege to have been asked by your Dean Stephen to speak at this 
service this morning on Philippians 4.  The reading contains two of Paul’s most 
memorable statements. 

“I can do all things through him who strengthens me.” 
“I have learned to be content with whatever I have.  I know what it is to have 

little and to have plenty” 
Having been given this task I was 

encouraged to notice when I was in my local 
Christian bookshop that there was a plaque 
which had both of these verses on it.  But I 
was a little disconcerted by the picture that 
went with it.  The image was an action shot 
of a man playing golf, gazing off into the 
distance where presumably the ball he had 
just hit had gone. 

I am unsure as to what message of 
the plaque really was.  Perhaps the secret of 
contentment is to play more golf, personally I 
can think of anything less frustrating, a good 
walk ruined by a white ball.  Maybe with 
Jesus your drives will go further, or trust in 
the holy one to get a hole in one. 

I think that we can be fairly confident that golf was far from Paul’s mind as he 
wrote these words to the Philippian Christians.  As we consider them we will have to 
make sure that we understand what Paul is really talking about, but we also need to 
ask our selves are we below par when it comes to contentment and what do we have 
to learn to get into the swing of it. 

THE SECRET OF CONTENTMENT – CHRIST SUFFICIENCY 

So let’s tee off. As Paul ends his letter, as he comes to the 18th hole he returns 
to the cause of the letter being written.  Epaphroditus has come from Philippi and has 
bought what seems to be a sizable gift to Paul from the Church there.  It appears that 
they have in the past been regular and generous in their support but of late it has been 
hard for such support to be given, presumably due to distance and a rather unreliable 
postal system.  But now their concerned has revived or literally blossomed again. 

MODELLING CONTENTMENT 
But rather than simply giving thanks, Paul uses the occasion of this gift to teach 

what he has learned about contentment.  He has just said “Keep on doing the things 
that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace 
will be with you.” (4:9)  Well the Philippians, and we, are to imitate Paul in being 
content in all circumstances. 

Are you someone who is content?   
This is a particularly challenging to Church leaders, are you content?  

Remember we are supposed to be the pros.  We like Paul are to be models, examples 
of having learnt contentment.  Well are we?  Am I? 
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IDEAS OF CONTENTMENT 
What images come to your mind when you think of being content. It might be 

being on the golf course, it might be curled up at home watching the Olympics on the 
TV.  Does the idea of being in prison spring to mind?  I doubt it, yet this is where Paul 
is and yet he can say he is content.  Paul thus challenges us to stop looking for 
contentment from external factors, our wealth, our relationships, our holidays.  Rather 
contentment is to be found elsewhere. 

But Paul is not only playing with what we moderns think contentment might be 
he is also rethinking the Greek philosophical understanding of contentment.  For the 
Stoics, a branch of Greek philosophy, to be “content” was an ideal state which came 
from being detached from your circumstances, to be completely self sufficient.   

SOURCE OF CONTENTMENT 
Paul in one sense is agreeing with this understanding, his contentment does 

not come his circumstances, it is independent of little or abundance, feast or famine, 
plenty or poverty.  But rather than self sufficiency being the secret, it is Christ 
sufficiency, rather than independence it is absolute dependence on Christ.  Paul is 
able to do all things, not in his own strength, but through Christ who strengthens him.  
He can be content because he completely trusts Christ to provide all that he needs to 
fulfil the role that Christ has called him to. 

This is not a form of contentment which leads him to inaction and rest, a sort of 
let go and let God kind of idea.  Earlier in the book he has spoken of not having 
reached the goal and the need to press on, there is language of running, striving, 
labouring.  Rather Paul is saying that as he labours he can be content that Christ will 
provide what he needs to continue in his labours. 

This is not only true for Paul but this idea of the sufficiency of Christ is there for 
all believers.  At the start of book Paul wrote about the Philippians  “I am confident of 
this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the 
day of Jesus Christ.” (1:6)  Paul is convinced that Jesus is sufficient for the Philippians 
as well.  As he teaches them to overflow with wisdom, to produce a harvest of 
righteousness, to endure suffering and to strive for the faith of the gospel he is sure 
that Christ will enable them to do all this in his strength. 

Paul is not saying then that in Christ we can do absolutely anything, skydiving, 
abseiling, diet, just go out and chase your dreams.  But rather whatever Christ calls us 
to do he will provide what we need to fulfil that call.  We are to trust him for this. 

This is the basis for the famous and beloved passage that we are not to be 
anxious about anything, but rather make our requests known to God, for this is the 
way of peace (4:6)  This is the way of contentment. 

THE CONFIDENCE BEHIND CONTENTMENT 
But where does this confidence come from.  It is more than simply trusting God, 

it is much more specific than that. It comes from the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
risen, ascended and exalted Lord.  He as our Lord and saviour is our hope for the 
future and confidence in the present.  Here is the secret of contentment, reliance and 
trust in this Christ in all the chances and changes of this fleeting world, knowing that 
our security does not lie here, or in us, but him. 

Paul has learnt what Jesus taught that if we seek first God’s kingdom then 
everything else we need will be provided for us.  It is in grasping hold of the Gospel 
and living it out that we will find contentment.  Not independence, but Christ 
dependant, not self sufficiency but Christ’s sufficiency. 

The more we look to Jesus then we will get a fairway to contentment. 
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LEARNING CONTENTMENT 

It is interesting to note that Paul twice says that he has had to learn 
contentment.  Such Christ sufficient contentment is not something natural but he has 
learnt it as he has reflected on the Gospel of Christ and as he has sought to live it out. 

Now I am a terrible golfer and I have been reliably informed that it is not just 
because I have tendency not to hit the ball, I have my feet in the wrong place, I hold 
my head at the wrong angle and at times can hold the club wrongly.  To learn to play 
golf there are a number of problems that need to be ironed out.   

Likewise with contentment there are other issues that need to be resolved to 
get into the swing of contentment and Paul give us clues in this passage as to what 
they are. 

HUMILITY 
When Paul says in v12 that he knows what it is to have little, he literally says 

that he knows what it is to be humble, exactly the same word that is used of Jesus 
back in Chapter 2:8. 

 
5Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,  6 who, though he was in 
the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited,  
7 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  
And being found in human form,  8he humbled himself and became obedient to 
the point of death—even death on a cross.” 
 
Humility then flows out of the example of Christ in his life and ministry and is 

something we are to live out. 
Humility also flows out of the Gospel of Christ.  As Paul taught in Chapter 3 we 

are not saved because of our heritage or our qualifications but simply because of 
God’s grace. 

It is not hard to understand the link between contentment and humility.  If Paul 
had felt that he was entitled to the Philippians support he would not feel content when 
it took so long in coming.  It is because he has learnt humility that he can truly 
appreciate the gift.  If we believe we deserve something from God then we are unlikely 
to be content or appreciate what he has done for us. 

Without humility the grass will always be greener on the other … green.  Or to 
put it another way pride is a handicap. 

THANKFULNESS 
Humility leads to the next element in learning contentment which is 

thanksgiving.  If we feel we are owed something, if we deserve something we are 
unlikely to be thankful when we receive it. 

But if we are humble, then we will be thankful.  In humility we will rejoice in the 
Lord always; again I will say rejoice (4:4)  , which interestingly can be sung in a round. 
Thanksgiving should also be part of our prayers   

And of course Paul in our passage is being thankful to the Philippians for their 
support of him.  But even here Paul is teaching us about his priorities and why he can 
be content.   

For Paul is not thankful simply because he now has a better bank balance but 
because he sees in the Philippians’ support of him that they are supporting the Gospel 
ministry which he is involved in  He is not simply thankful that they have supported him 
personally but that they are partners in the gospel. The gift which serves Paul's 
physical health is evidence of the spiritual health of the Philippians.  His thankfulness 
is completely gospel focused. 

Thankfulness formed by the gospel will chip in to our understanding of 
contentment. 
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GENEROSITY 
Humility, thankfulness and lastly generosity.   
Paul as he teaches about contentment is thanking the Philippians for their 

generosity in partnership for the Gospel.  He uses customary accounting language of 
the day to describe the gift but then moves to a remarkable image of Old Testament 
sacrifice, it is a fragrant offering, a sacrifice acceptable to God.  As they support the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ God is pleased with their giving.  

Again this is not just generosity in general but Gospel motivated, Gospel 
focused, Gospel enabling generosity.  And while Paul is not able to reciprocate their 
generosity he is convinced that God richly will, according to the riches in glory in Christ 
Jesus.  Belief in this generosity, the overflowing grace of God is to be the motivator for 
further generosity 

Here is the link between generosity and contentment.  Christian generosity is 
sign of trust in God's provision.  If we can't give away that with which we have been 
blessed by God where are we looking for contentment?  Lack of generosity may mean 
that we have got stuck in a bunker. 

But when we are generous in response to the gospel of God's grace we not 
only show such trust, we not only help learn Gospel contentment we bring great joy to 
those who receive such support.  You cannot read this passage with being touched by 
Paul's thankfulness. 

As a Christian worker there are few things better than seeing people be 
generous to the work of the gospel, to see God's grace being reflected by his people, 
so please do be generous to your ministers and wider ministries.  Your gifts and 
support should not be source of their contentment but it will help them to rejoice. 

CONCLUSION 

So this is how Paul has learnt to be content.  He has a settled dependence on 
Christ which is marked by humility, thankfulness and generosity.  If we do not learn 
these lessons of contentment we are likely either to hook into greed or slice into 
despair. 

So as you think about contentment, humility, thankfulness and generosity what 
is your score card like? 

We all, like Paul, need to learn such contentment trusting that our God will be 
fully satisfy every need of ours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.  To our 
God and Father be glory for ever and ever, and the grace of the Lord Jesus be with 
your spirit.  Amen. 


