Spiritual Bootcamp – Contentment (2)

Philippians 4:11

Philippians 4:11 (NIV)





           PLEASE STAND
11I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.

But before we talk about the next in the long list that we could have of spiritual attitudes, just as a springboard to get to the message, I want to talk a little bit about the reason why I think it’s so important to reaffirm the character of the Christian. We live in a time today when there is a somewhat indifferent attitude toward the centrality of the church. And by that I mean that there are so many people who are, who are not really committed to the church. They’re committed to Christ. They’re committed to spiritual truth in one way or another but they are not committed to the church.

It’s sad to me that people don’t get involved in the church, the only institution the Lord ever built. I grieve over this consumer mentality that views the church as selling something. And if you want to buy it, you go and buy it but if it really doesn’t interest you, you’ll go some other place or no place. I grieve over the privatization of spirituality where we have people assembling their own spiritual lives in some kind of an eclectic fashion, controlled only by their own personal desires. I grieve over the continued disaffection of the church toward leadership because of the terrible tragedy of sin among church leaders. I also grieve over people establishing unrealistic expectations for what a church should be and expecting perfection, and when they don’t find it, having a half-hearted or less than that commitment to the church. 

This is the church, folks, and our Lord Jesus is the head of it and He is building it and it is His body and He has called us to be a part of it. And if you’re not a part of it, you’re disobedient. You are forsaking the assembling of yourselves together though you’re commanded not to do that. You’re to be together with God’s people because you must stimulate one another to love and good works. And you are to be reminded that the church gathers for the breaking of bread and for prayer and for fellowship and the apostles’ doctrine. And in that environment the power of God operates. 

1 John 3:14 (NIV)

14We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. Anyone who does not love remains in death.

Christians are known according to 1 John 3:14 because they love the brethren and love of the brethren results in the longing to be with those of like precious faith. You are to be reminded that if you are indifferent to the church to any degree, it raises the question of whether you’re a Christian or not.

It’s a very dangerous thing to isolate yourself from God’s people and it’s very indicative of the heart if you’re not faithful. 


And last week, we stated the thing is do we really understand the providence of God. Is He really in each of our situations as we go though life? Is He really in my marriage when there is so much conflict? Is He really providentially in charge of my children as I do my best to raise them? Is He really in charge of my checkbook? If He is, then why don’t I have more money? Is He really in charge of my sickness or my illness? Is He really in charge of what I have in life? Then why don’t I have it? Is He really in charge of the death of my parent or spouse or much, much worse, my child?

Paul knew all about the providence of God. He knew it from his understanding of Scripture. He knew it from his experience. He had learned that God was in control of everything and you and I both need to know that the providence of God is working in each one of our lives to transform us towards the image of Jesus Christ Himself.

Now there’s a second principle that we must learn, not only the providence of God that at the time and the place when it is needed, God will act, but also secondly you need not only to trust in God’s providence, but to be satisfied with little. This is not easy. It’s hard for us in this society. This is one of the plagues of prosperity.

Verse 11 is where we get to this principle. “11I am not saying this because I am in need,” Paul wants to put a little warning in here. He’s rejoicing in the Lord because the Philippians just at the appropriate time have met his needs, but not because of his own personal wants, because he says, “I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am.” It’s not, it’s not that I’m rejoicing because of my wants, look, I’m content any way. I don’t have any needs. I mean, I’m rejoicing in what little you gave me, but that’s plenty for me, I don’t need anymore. It’s not because all of a sudden my longings are being met, I just need the basics and through you the Lord provided them. I trust He’ll always do that providentially. But it’s not because I need more.

Can you imagine somebody saying this today? I have no needs. I have no needs. That’s very hard for us in this consumer mentality to say, isn’t it? I don’t have any needs. I don’t need anything. There’s nothing I need. And we have so much more than the Apostle Paul who said there’s nothing I need. I mean, we had a few years ago, you know, the booming of the prosperity gospel. The prosperity gospel didn’t last long because the poor got poorer giving their money to the prosperity preachers. So the prosperity gospel had a short life. People didn’t get rich. It didn’t kind of pan out that way. Just, it’s like a pyramid scheme, you know, just the ones at the top got rich. And the prosperity gospel kind of went away, it’s kind of fading. And in its place has come the needs theology. We’ve got a lot of needs and we’re all victims and we’ve all been kicked around, beat up and hammered and nobody understands us and life isn’t fair.

But we’ve got a new theology that’s built on need. And the idea is I’ve got all these needs and God better meet my needs and Jesus better meet my needs, and boy, I’ve got to be satisfied and I need to be fulfilled and I need, I need to be successful and I need to flourish in my business, and I need my marriage to be what it ought to be. Boy, when you start down that track that is a track to disaster.

The compelling need that you and I have is we need to escape hell and we need to worship the true and living God. It doesn’t really matter whether we have anything in this life or don’t. You know, sometime, and we have so much, I mean, we’re so rich and that’s fine, God has blessed us and that’s okay. You can take it, you just have to keep realizing you don’t need it. In fact, the more of it you get, the more you know you don’t need it and pretty soon you don’t even want it.

Paul says, “11I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.” He’s not denying that life has difficult circumstances, that’s life. He’s not denying that he’s mistreated. But he is no victim. He has no victim’s mentality. He is triumphant. He is satisfied with little. He never forgets what he really deserves, right? He also never forgets what is coming.

1 Corinthians 2:9 (KJV)

9But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him.

So Paul is trusting in God’s providence, to meet his needs. He knows the Lord never forsakes him and he is content and satisfied with little.

Now obviously there were some areas that Paul was not content. Let me suggest a couple. He refused to be content with his own spirituality.

Romans 7:24 (KJV)

24O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me from the body of this death?

He was not content with his pursuit of holiness. He was not content with his goal of becoming like Christ.

Philippians 3:12 (NASB)

12Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus.

He was not content with the way the world was treating Jesus Christ. He was not content with the blasphemy against him. He was not content with people going to hell and rejecting the gospel. There were a lot of things that he wasn’t content with but they had nothing to do with his physical circumstances. It was enough for him that God had willed those circumstances and that God was showing Himself faithful and powerful in those circumstances. He had learned that the chief end of man was to glorify God and the chief joy of man was to love the Lord his God with all his heart, soul, mind and strength. So we could say that the Christian’s life must be a life liberated from need. Be satisfied with little.

Let me take you to a third point, and this one is related to the second one. You need to be independent from circumstances. And you see this independence in verse 12. 


Philippians 4:12 (KJV)

12I know both how to be abased, and I know how to abound: every where and <here’s the key> in all things I am instructed both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need.

In other words, it doesn’t matter. Circumstances are irrelevant. You will learn to be content when you have learned to trust God, providentially to care for everything. When you have learned to be satisfied with a minimum and when you have learned to be indifferent toward your circumstances. I know how, he says, I know how. I know how to get along with humble means. Literally the verb here has to do with just the basic bare necessities. He’s just saying I’m content, it doesn’t matter what the circumstance is. That is real spiritual maturity. 

So my friends, contentment is an elusive thing in this society because this society wants to make you a victim. This society wants to emphasize and glorify your personal rights. This society wants to personalize and privatize and individualize your spirituality and your Christianity so that it’s everything you think it ought to be. This society wants to turn Jesus into the genie, you rub the bottle, he jumps out and gives you what you want. This society through advertising wants to dissatisfy you with absolutely everything. And I admit there are troubles and issues in life, and there are struggles in life, but so many of them stem from the selfishness that this sinful approach breeds. When you bring, introduce your selfishness into your marriage, it will mess it up. You introduce it into your family, it will mess it up. It will mess up the church. It will mess up any relationship. It will mess you up if you’re driven by self-satisfaction. That’s a terrible thing. That’s a tragic thing.

Now let’s come to the fourth principle. And this is a very important one and a very obvious one. It is brought to bear on this issue in verse 13. Let’s say it this way. If we’re going to be contented, we have to trust in God’s providence, be satisfied with little, be independent of circumstances and be “dead to self,” be “dead to self.”

Philippians 4:13 (KJV)

13I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.

Remember that Paul was a prisoner when he wrote this, chained to a Roman soldier in the worst kind of circumstance. But in verse 13 he says, “13I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” And I believe what Paul knew here was that nothing was ever too hard for the Lord. His adequacy came because he was attached to the power source and unattached to himself. And what I want to say to you at this particular point is contentment will only be yours when you take the plug out of yourself and plug yourself into that power source. If by virtue of sin that you walk in the flesh, you’re going to disconnect yourself from the resource that sustains you and you’re going to forfeit that contentment. It might even be that God will deprive you of the things that you are promised if you’re an obedient believer and you will sink into dire circumstances more than you can bear and the Lord might even do that to bring you to repentance. 

Now the Lord is always sufficient for the obedient believer, always sufficient for the trusting and submissive believer, always sufficient. And that’s verse 13, “13I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” That strength is available but it is never available to one who has “self” on the throne. That’s why the Apostle Paul prayed in that wonderful prayer of Ephesians 3:16. 


Ephesians 3:16 (NIV)

16I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being,

And the way that you experience that power is to be yielded to the Spirit in the inner man. It is to say to live a Spirit-controlled life, in other words, we need to be dead to self.


Galatians 5:16 (NIV)

16So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature.


Ephesians 5:18 (NIV)

18Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. 


Colossians 3:16 (NIV)

16Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly …

Contentment comes only when you are connected to the power source, to the One who can strengthen you for everything. I can do all things. Literally he is saying I am able, I have the strength, I have the strength to do all things. And by the way in the Greek the “all things” is emphatic, all things I am capable of doing. All things I can accomplish. Why? “Because of Him who strengthens me.” When you’re truly “dead to self”, you are connected to the power source you can go through anything, any difficulty, any deprivation, or any overabundance and even respond to that rightly.

I believe the “all things” that is in the emphatic position has to do with the issues of verses 11 and 12. And those are issues of material comforts and worldly circumstances, or earthly circumstances. And what he is saying is I can go without the food that I might want to have, I can go along on a bare subsistence level. I can go with just a minimal wardrobe, limited comfort, less warmth than I might desire, less freedom than I might desire, less personal care than I might desire. I can go through that, I can endure the pain, I can endure the threats, I can endure the punishment and the danger because I am infused with strength from the One who strengthens me. 

The words “strengthens me” at the end of verse 13, “through Him who strengthens me,” in the Greek is dunamis from which we get the word dynamo or dynamite. And thus the Apostle Paul is simply saying in the midst of any situation, the Lord Himself infuses strength into me. 


Galatians 2:20 (NIV)

20I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.

Paul saw Christ alive and at work in him. 

Philippians 1:21 (NIV)

21For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.

And this was his passion. And he can say here, “I have the capability, I am capable of all things through the one who regularly and faithfully infuses His power into me.

My friends, if you’re struggling with discontent it could be because you don’t trust the providence of God. You don’t trust that God is orchestrating everything for His glory. It could be because you’re not satisfied with little and for some reason you think you deserve more and have talked yourself in to some kind of victimization mentality. It could be that you’re not living independently from your circumstances but you’re all sucked into them and you’re riding the roller coaster of the up and down trends of life. It could be that you need to become “dead to self” and truly alive to Christ. Plug into the true power source.

Well one last point and this is a very basic and a very important one. Without this you will continue to struggle with the matter of contentment. You must have confidence or trust in God’s providence, satisfaction with little, independence from your circumstances, sustenance by divine power and finally preoccupation with the well being of others, preoccupation with the well being of others.

Selfish people are never content, never. This is such a basic element of people’s contentment, unselfishness, being much more concerned with how others are doing than how you’re doing. Much more concerned about that. And I’m always thrilled to get into a conversation with somebody who is suffering and have them want to talk about nothing but how I’m doing. That’s such a mark of the work of God in the heart, such an evidence of contentment. Let’s look at it here in this wonderful passage of Philippians chapter 4 because it unfolds. 


Philippians 4:14-17 (NIV)

14Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. 15Moreover, as you Philippians know, in the early days of your acquaintance with the gospel, when I set out from Macedonia, not one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only; 16for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid again and again when I was in need. <Now here’s the issue> 17Not that I am looking for a gift, but I am looking for what may be credited to your account.

He says the reason that I am so glad you sent me a gift is because of what it means to you. 

What does it mean to you? Very simple, that it is “credited to your account.” What does that mean? If they were poor and they gathered together the little they had and sent it to Paul, how did it profit to their account? Very simple, they were laying up treasure, where? In heaven and it would bring an eternal reward. That’s the issue with Paul. He’s saying I don’t have any needs. I’m connected to the power supply and my God is supplying my needs and I’m able to do everything through His strength. But I’m glad for the gift because of what it means to you. 


The word “credited” there is actually fruit; it’s actually the Greek word for fruit. It’s, it produces fruit to your account. It puts your treasure in heaven for which you will receive an eternal reward. It fulfills Luke 6:38, “Give and it shall be given unto you.” Interest is already accruing with God and God will bless you in life and in eternity. He really didn’t want them to give because it would satisfy him. He wanted them to give because it would mean tremendous blessing to them. That is the heart attitude of a contented man. All he can see is benefit to somebody else. He holds everything very lightly, gives it up very readily, gives it up very easily and gives it up very generously because he is far more concerned about others than he is himself.

Verse 18, “I have received full payment and even more; I am amply supplied.” This is, this is pretty, pretty grand language for a prisoner. He is in tribulation, pressure and trouble. Paul says to them, it’s not that that blesses me, it’s not because I wanted it, it’s not that I might consume it upon myself, that’s not the source of my joy. The source of my joy is the profit that increases to your account.

That is sacrificial language, by the way, not accounting language. That is sacrificial language. He transitions out of the agricultural fruit, out of the accounting terminology that is used there, increasing to your account, and he turns to sacrificial language and he sees the gift for what it really is. And it really is an offering to God. It’s an act of holy worship. It’s a spiritual act of sacrifice on the part of those Philippians. And he knows that because it is that it will accrue to their spiritual benefit. 

One of the sad definitions of sin is the desire to get things, to consume them upon your own desires. Friends, I can’t stress this enough. Contented people are consumed with meeting other people’s needs. That’s just basic. And until you are willing to do that, and until that is the priority, you will battle the temptations of discontent. And you will feel yourself personally harmed if someone does something to you, takes something from you, cheats you out of something, and so on. Or if you don’t gain all the things you need to gain, or if you don’t have stockpiled all the pile you think you need to hedge against tomorrow, if that’s what’s consuming you, you will struggle with contentment. But when you recognize that the most important issue is somebody else and the meeting of their needs, you are free from dissatisfaction.

He sums up the reason for his joy in verse 19, a great verse. I wish we had time to develop this verse. 


Philippians 4:19 (KJV)

19But my God shall supply all your need according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus.

How can he say that? How can he say to those Philippians confidently, “My God shall supply all your needs.” God is going to meet all your needs, how can he say that? He can say that because there is a principle working and it is the principle of giving that says you sow and you will <what> also reap. You give and it will be given to you. That is a spiritual principle. The issue is what you sow with God He returns. And God has pledged and promised that you cannot out give God. That’s the principle.

And Paul knows that principle and that’s why he rejoices because he says your gift to me is clear indication that you have stepped into that principle, and God in response to your giving is going to pour out gifts on you. My God is going to supply all your needs.

There are conditions for that. That’s just not something you can sort of yank out of the context. You give and you sow and God pours back blessing. That’s why he can say verse 19 is true. That’s why he can say to the Philippians, “19But my God shall supply all your need according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus.” because you have taken the first step in that operative principle and you have given generously and sacrificially, and you have sown and you will reap. That’s the principle. When we learn this we are blessed.

Paul was a man who had absolute confidence in God’s sovereign control over everything, and he knew that God knew his circumstances and that God was aware of every single issue in his life and was in charge of every contingency in existence in the universe and all of it was working together for God to fulfill his purpose for the Apostle Paul. Secondly, he had learned to be satisfied with very little. Thirdly, he lived independently from his circumstances. They were really immaterial. Fourthly, he was “dead to self” and walked in the Spirit and so he stayed plugged in to the power source that provided to him the strength for every issue of life. And fifth, he was utterly preoccupied with the well being of others.

Faith, humility, submission, dependence, unselfishness, those are the kinds of virtues that make a contented Christian. And Paul was that. So much so that he closes this little paragraph in the midst of his dire circumstance as a prisoner by saying in verse 20, “Now to our God and Father be the glory forever and ever. Amen.” And that’s all that mattered to him was that God be glorified. 

Contentment, a wonderful blessing and a glory to the Lord Jesus Christ. If we say we belong to Him we ought to be content with whatever it is that He has called us to endure and with whatever provisions He has made for us. And for those of us to whom He has given much, the challenge is even greater to be content and to be willing to divest ourselves of that for the benefit of others, for the sheer joy of seeing God pour blessing on them. What a tremendous privilege.

Pray, as Virginia plays softly

The Bible commands Christians to be contented. And when you are not contented with what you have and also not contented with what you don’t have, you are sinning according to God’s Word. It is a sort of Christian humanism that says I’m the center of the universe and my needs are the driving compelling force that stirs me. This is certainly an unbiblical approach. Many people just ride the roller coaster of their perceived satisfactions.

Many people are just not connected to the power source. And if this describes you, my prayer is that God will deprive you of the things that you perceive you need and you will sink into dire circumstances more than you can bear and the Lord do that to bring you to repentance.

And let me say something else, if you are unable to be contented, you may be one of those deceived Christians in Matthew 7:21. 


Matthew 7:21 (NIV)

21“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.

People who bring their Bibles to church, say the right words, do the right things and yet are not “dead to self” could easily be deceived that they’re going to heaven when Jesus may say to you “23‘I never knew you. <Get> Away from me, you evildoer!’
Sinner’s Prayer

Every head bowed and every eye closed

To this end we pray because You are worthy. Amen.
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