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PHILIPPIANS Part 15: Contentment in All  Circumstances 09.12.10 

Scott reads Philippians 4:10-13 ESV

Video: Thank You God [1:30]

Introduction:  A life filled with thanksgiving is a core value for Christ 
followers.  We are to hold an appreciation to God and for God for all that 
He has done for us... and continues to do in us.  A few weeks ago we 
learned that even when we pray to God about those things about which 
we are anxious, we should pray with an attitude of thanksgiving.

Tied very closely to the concept of a thankful heart in the idea of a 
contented heart.  A person who is thankful is a person who is content, 
who is satisfied.  Today we want to talk in more detail about contentment.  
When should we be content?  When should we be discontent?  And what 
is the relationship between our contentment (or lack) and our level of 
self-sufficiency?  These questions about contentment are particularly  
appropriate for American Christ-followers because...

I.  We live in an economy built on ___DISCONTENTMENT___.

It is in our nation’s self-interest that you NOT be content with your 
stuff.  Our economy is built upon the idea that you will replace your 
goods NOT when they wear out and stop performing their function, 
BUT RATHER when they become obsolete by the fact that they don’t 
perform as fast as, or as new as, or as fashionably as A NEWER 
AND BETTER version.  Examples:
a.  Automobile Industry built on the newest and latest models
b.  Technology Industry with planned obsolescence - Apple doesn’t 

put everything into their first or second gen devices.
c.  Clothing styles change every year
d. Appliances - refrigerators, stoves - stainless steel improves 

salability of home

Two-thirds of our country’s GDP is based upon consumer spending, 
most of which is based on creating discontentment in what you 
already own.  Contrast this with what the NT tells us...

Jesus to the soldiers:  “Be content with your wages.”
Luke 3:14 ESV

“For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships,
persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.”

2 Corinthians 12:10 ESV

“But if we have food and clothing, with these we will be content.”
1 Timothy 6:8 ESV

“Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have,
for he has said, ‘I will never leave you or forsake you.’”

Hebrews 13:5 ESV

Word Study - the above 4 verses, “be content” has the meaning 
be enough, be sufficient, be adequate, be satisfied.  Clearly, the 
Bible teaches that we are to be content with the necessities of life.  
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We can have a healthy desire for improvement, but it becomes 
unhealthy if we lose our feeling of contentment.

When we come to our study of Philippians 4, we learn 
something quite unexpected about “contentment”.

II.Surprisingly contentment includes an element of SELF-SUFFICIENCY. 
“For I have learned... to be content.”

Philippians 4:11 ESV 

But in Phil 4:11 a different Greek word is used:
αὐτάρκης autárkēs; autós, himself, and arkéō, to suffice. 
Self–sufficient in a good sense      

How can this be?  Is anyone else surprised by this?  Consider that 
in this same passage, Paul moves on from v. 11 to v. 13 “I can do 
all things through HIM!”  What’s the connection between “through 
HIM” and “self-sufficiency?”  This conundrum repeats itself in the 
only other place the NT uses this word, also by Paul, also talking 
about contentment, also connected to godliness.:

“Now there is great gain in godliness with contentment.”  
1 Timothy 6:6 ESV

Letʼs see if we can make sense of this...

III.  I become self-sufficient / content when I’m _ROOTED IN CHRIST_.
Jesus: “I am the vine; you are the branches.  Whoever abides in me and I in 

him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.”
John 15:5 ESV

Here, I think, is the best way to think about this.  In Jesus’ 
illustration of the vine and the branches, they are both of the same 
plant.  But the vine is still the vine and the branches are still the 
branches.  They are connected but separate.  We are the same 
way.  When you and I become a Christ-follower, we don’t stop 
being the unique creation that God had in mind when he made you 
and me.  But if we remain in - abide in  - Christ, we continue to be 
strengthened by Him.  

We are content with our self-sufficiency WHEN we remain 
strengthened by our Christ connection.  That’s why...

Paul: “I can do all things through him who strengthens me.”
Philippians 4:13 ESV

Let’s take a closer look at what Paul means by “all things.”

IV.  With Christ as my strength, I can handle EVERY CIRCUMSTANCE.
“Not that I am speaking of being in need, for I have learned in 

whatever situation I am to be content. I know how to be brought low, 
and I know how to abound.In any and every circumstance, 

I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, 
abundance and need.” Philippians 4:11-12 ESV

Paul uses the big bazooka words in this section.  “All things.”  
“Whatever situation.” “Any and every circumstance.”

Consider the breadth of “any and every”
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Paul helps us here so much because we learn that learning to be 
self-sufficiently rooted in Christ so that we maintain contentedness 
is NOT a matter of how poor we are or how rich we are.  We usually 
think of needing to be content when we don’t possess material 
goods, but Paul reminds us of our need to be content even in 
periods of abundance.  At both ends of the spectrum we need to 
“learn” this special kind of self-sufficiency, of being rooted in Christ.

I have taught you that when we study the original language that 
there are times when the English has only one word, where the 
Greek has multiple words.  We see this here.  Verse 11 “learned” is 
the traditional concept of putting one’s mind to something, learning 
through instruction, being taught something.  But verse 12 “learned” 
is something else altogether.  It is a technical term for initiation into 
a sacred mystery religion - so popular in the Roman world of Paul’s 
day.  In other words, through Paul’s experiences at both ends of the 
material spectrum of rich and poor, he “learned... was initiated into” 
the ability to be content with God’s strength.

There are TWO PRIMARY LESSONS that we need to “learn” to 
be initiated into the self-sufficiency of Christ’s power.

V.  Trusting in God’s providence, the circumstances of my life 

become a series of ___APPOINTMENTS___ 

rather than a series of ___ACCIDENTS___.

Because of Paul’s complete trust in God and in the fact that there is 
in the end a plan for the good to win out over the evil, each and 
every circumstance of life - even the bad ones, even the evil ones - 
became an appointment to learn to trust God even more, to rely 
even more fully upon Christ’s strength flowing into him.

“And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, 
for those who are called according to his purpose.” Romans 8:28 ESV

We have a word for this “fore-seeing care and guidance of God in 
the affairs of humankind.”  We call this providence.  A wise 
benevolence of an omniscient and omnipotent God.

Word Study: Providence: Pro (before)    /  Video (to see)  
God sees to it, more than just knowing ahead of time.

Even when I’m going through something really horrible, I can count 
on the fact that God will use it for good.  And that what I’m 
experiencing now is not the end.  It’s just for now.  It’s my 
appointment for God and for good.  It’s not a mere accident of evil. 
With this attitude, I can discover contentment with circumstances. 

brought low abound

facing hunger facing plenty

in need in abundance
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Finally, there is one more thing I’d like you to take away.  It’s the 
“secret” Paul mentions in v. 12.  “I have learned the secret.” Philippians 
4:12 ESV  Is the secret v. 13? Many people believe it is.  But I think 
there’s something more here.  How do we get from v. 12 to v. 13?  I 
think Paul has already told us about it in Philippians 3.  We learned it 
last month from my brother.  Watch this “instant replay.”

Play Video: 100815RunAfterGod.mov [2:25]

So what’s the secret of Philippians 4:12?  How do we get to the place 
where we can do the all things of v.13 through Him who strengthens in 
the “any and every circumstance” of v. 12?  We find the secret in 
Philippians 3:13-14:

“But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to 
what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize

 of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”

VI.  Here’s the secret:  The more I ___CHASE AFTER___ God,

the more ___CONTENTED___ I will be!

This is the opposite of our natural tendency.  We naturally chase 
after, pursue, hunt down “stuff” and we seem to be content to take 
whatever comes our way of God.  Consequently, no matter how 
much... or how little... stuff we have we never have the right amount 
of stuff.  We’re always discontent.  Because there’s only one thing 
that can truly satisfy us.  It’s the one thing we were designed for.  
And that’s to be connected fully to God and to His strength.  When 
our “selves” are rooted to Christ, we will find contentment.

Jesus: “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these 
things (stuff) will be added to you.” Matthew 6:33 ESV

But this doesn’t just happen.  It’s not haphazard.  It’s not accidental.  
God created humans with the ability to choose, with a will.  We must 
make a decision to follow Christ and follow up that decision by 
following, by seeking after, by chasing, by pursuing, by pressing on.

In the only other place that Paul uses this special word for 
contentment, αὐτάρκης autárkēs,   “Now there is great gain in 
godliness with contentment.”  1 Timothy 6:6 ESV, just a few verses 
later Paul uses this other unique word we learned from Todd last 
month: Pursue... chase after... hunt down...

“But as for you, O man of God, flee these things. Pursue righteousness, 
godliness, faith, love steadfastness, gentleness.”  1 Timothy 6:11 ESV

Conclusion:  Where are you at tonight with your own level of self-
sufficiency?  Is your self so rooted in Christ that you find yourself seeking 
him all the time with all your heart with all your mind and all strength?  If 
so, then regardless of your circumstances - for better or for worse, richer 
or poorer, in sickness or in health - there should be a peace, a 
contentedness in your life.  If you find yourself discontent about anything, 
chase more after God and see if your discontent doesn’t change.

Let’s pray.

PLAY VIDEO
100815RunAfterGod


