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“I Have Learned to be Content” 
Phil. 4:10-13 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 
Trusting our heavenly Father enables us to live with contentment regardless of our 
circumstances.  This text is too rich for it to be lost on us.  While tucked away under house 
arrest in Rome the apostle Paul received Epaphroditus from the church in Philippi.  His 
presence added a summer’s warmth to winter’s cold.    
 

Like cold water to a weary soul, so is good news from a distant land. (Prov. 25:25) 

 
He speaks of their interest in him as a flower blooming like the budding crocuses’ bursting 
through winter’s blanket as they reach out to the embrace of spring’s warmth.1  From their 
mutual and deep seated fellowship Paul gives his audience a profound truth.  Let us 
remember Acts 16 and Paul’s severe treatment by the citizens of Philippi.  Let us remember 
Acts 28 and Paul’s current imprisonment.  It is from within the crucible of absence Paul speaks 
of abundance.   
 
The upside down world of biblical truth always seems to run contrary to the world of 
fabrication and façade.  The Bible speaks of abundance in absence, of life from death, of 
finding oneself only as one loses oneself.  The Bible speaks of mastery over by serving under.  
The outcome of such a reversal is not marked by the “health and wealth” platform.  The Bible 
does not promise you material wealth or good health.  The biblical measurement of “success” 
is not calculated by the accumulation of shadow.  The Scripture cares little about how wide the 
wall or deep the moat or high the tower or spacious the structure or large the army; the 
Scripture only speaks of breaking down the fortitudes of the soul so that Jesus Christ would 
have the preeminence in all things. 
 
This text addresses that idea.  This text says to die is gain and to live is Christ (1:21).  This text 
says we count all shadow as loss and dung in order that we might gain Christ (Phi. 3:8).  This 
text says what Jesus said, “24 If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and 
take up his cross and follow Me. 25 For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but whoever 
loses his life for My sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world 
and forfeits his soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Matt. 16:24-26).  
What this text speaks to is the radical nature of our justification and its resultant sanctification.  
What this text speaks to is the counter-cultural presence Christianity is in a world gone wild.  
No matter where we turn in the world of shadow there is an entrenchment by the unbelieving.  
They cling with fingers buried and knuckles white to the things of this world for there is no 
knowledge of what awaits in the hereafter.  Tragically, we often find ourselves no different 
than our unbelieving counterparts.  We struggle against the sickening feeling of suffocation 
and drown in the uncertainty of tomorrow, when God says to us that there is a better way and 
His name is Jesus.  This text speaks of personal contentment.  In speaking to our personal 
contentment three ideas can be noted from this text. 
 
Such paragraphs as this are known.  Yet what is the significance of this text in the larger 
context?  Paul unveils the “key to personal prosperity.”  Already our eyes widen and are 
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hearing becomes uncluttered.  The “secret” to contentment is recognizing you can do all things 
through Him who strengthens you.  What is He strengthening you to do?  Today our text will 
answer that question. 
 
First, our circumstances are unstable and cannot bring one’s contentment (vv. 10-12a).  
Everyone recognizes the instability of life.  We take out insurance for such a reason.  We 
prepare for the day of want and hunger.  In recognizing such a truth, Paul received what “life” 
was teaching.  Paul speaks of “want.”  This particular word occurs twice in the New 
Testament (husteresis).  The verb form is used in 4:12 for “need.”  It speaks of a falling short or 
of coming up short.  The need is incapable of being met for the resources available are 
deficient.  When referring to the widows offering, Jesus said “she of her want did cast in all 
that she had, even all her living” (Mark 12:44).  The second occurrence is here in Philippi.  The 
word “want” is need-based.  The idea is I want water for I need water to live.  It is not I want a 
bigger home for I am not content with the home I have. 
 
Notice the couplets as sets of contrasts. 
 

• How to be brought low vs. how to abound (perisseuo) 
 
It is used of a child’s humility (Matt. 18:4). 
It is used of a mountain and hill brought low (Luke 3:5). 
It is used of our Lord’s humiliation at the cross (Phil. 2:8). 
It is used of one who humbles himself (James 4:10; 1 Pet. 5:6). 
It is used in contrast to someone or something being exalted or lifted up (Matt. 23:12; Luke 
18:14). 
 
Have you humbled yourself?  Do you know His humiliation where no one and nothing good 
is attributed to you?  Have you been passed over and ignored?  Paul knew what it was like to 
be empty and he knew what it was like to live in/with overflow. 
 

• Facing plenty2 vs. hunger3   

• Abundance (perisseuo) vs. need (hustereo) 
 
The word “abundance” is used earlier for “abounding.”  It is a word speaking of excess and 
overflow.  The word “need” is used in Matt. 19:20 for the “lack” of the rich young ruler (cf. 
Mark 10:21).  It is used of the prodigal son of being “in want” (Luke 15:14).  When the wine 
dried up at the wedding feast of Cana they came with “want” (John 2:3).  It is the word used in 
Romans 3:23 for sin’s deficiency.  It is used of the condition of the persecuted and harangued 
in Hebrews 11:37.4  The intent of the contrasting couplets is to show how or why contentment 
cannot be based on such volatile objects.  How then is contentment achieved? 
 
Second, contentment is learned in our circumstances (v. 12b).  Paul uses an interesting word in 
verse 11, “contentment.”5  “The word indicates independence of external circumstances and 
often means the state of one who supports himself without aid from others.”6  Paul’s intent, 
however, is not to speak of his own self-reliant, autonomous spirit, but that there is nothing in 
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this world necessary for him to be content.  What he needs, he already has.  Jesus is enough in 
this life and in the life to come. 
 
It is the only time this immediate/exact word is used in the NT.  A sister word from the same 
family is used in 1 Timothy 6:6. 
 

6 But godliness actually is a means of great gain when accompanied by contentment. 7 For we have 
brought nothing into the world, so we cannot take anything out of it either. 8 If we have food and 
covering, with these we shall be content.  (1 Tim. 6:6-8) 

 
This idea is going to be equally celebrated in the words of our Lord in Matthew 6:24ff.  Listen 
to the wise words of Adam Clarke on Philippians 4:11. 

 
I am so satisfied with the wise providence and goodness of God, that I know whatever he determines is 
the best; and therefore I am perfectly contented that he should govern the world in that way which seems 
best to his godly wisdom.  How true is the proverb, A contented mind is a continual feast!  What do we 
get by murmuring and complaining?7 

 
Think of what Jesus taught His disciples concerning the birds of heaven and the lilies of the 
field. 
 

24 "No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted 
to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth. 25 For this reason I say to you, do not be 
worried about your life, as to what you will eat or what you will drink; nor for your body, as to what you 
will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 26 Look at the birds of the air, 
that they do not sow, nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you 
not worth much more than they? 27 And who of you by being worried can add a single hour to his life? 28 

And why are you worried about clothing? Observe how the lilies of the field grow; they do not toil nor 
do they spin, 29 yet I say to you that not even Solomon in all his glory clothed himself like one of these. 30 

But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the furnace, 
will He not much more clothe you? You of little faith! 31 Do not worry then, saying, 'What will we eat?' or 
'What will we drink?' or 'What will we wear for clothing?' 32 For the Gentiles eagerly seek all these things; 
for your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. 33 But seek first His kingdom and His 
righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. 34 So do not worry about tomorrow; for 
tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own." (Matt. 6:24-34) 

 
Notice something here.  First, you cannot serve God and wealth.  Both are mutually exclusive.  
Second, you will look to one or the other to meet your daily needs.  Third, trusting God is 
wise based on His providential care of the birds and grass of the fields.  Fourth, to look to the 
shadow/material possessions to meet your needs is what pagans do.  Fifth, Christians are to 
seek God first.  Sixth, we are not to worry about tomorrow; each day has enough trouble of its 
own. 
 
Friends, this hits me right where I live.  My anxiety is over the troubles of today and the 
uncertainty of tomorrow.  God asks me a simple question couched in gentle tones, “To what or 
whom are you looking to meet your needs?”  “Do you not have faith in Me; can you not trust 
Me?”  Although His tone is gentle, it strikes me with heavy blows, bending knees, and bowed 
head.  This does not mean I am not responsible to prepare the horse for the day of battle, but 
only God can grant the victory.  The Scripture calls me to steward the earth (Gen. 1:26-30; 2:9) 
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and if I do not take care of my family I am worse than an infidel (1 Tim. 5:8) and if married I 
must take note of the things of this world in order that I might please my spouse (1 Cor. 7:33).  
To trust God does not mean I do not care for my home and steward what He has given me, but 
I cannot transfer my trust, my faith, my contentment from their proper object who is God to 
the shadow and thing.   
 
A reason we are so agitated in life is because of our misplaced faith.  Seeking God’s kingdom 
first does not demand or result in material poverty, but no one can find contentment in things.  
If our daily news tells us anything, it is of people who are rich in the things of this world, but 
are spiritually poor and live shattered lives.  
 

Paul says that he had been initiated into the lessons taught by trials and by prosperity. The secret and 
important lessons which these schools of adversity are fitted to teach he had had an ample opportunity of 
learning; and he had faithfully embraced the doctrines thus taught.8 

 
Paul knew what the Proverb taught. 
 

7 Two things I asked of You, Do not refuse me before I die: 8 Keep deception and lies far from me, Give me 
neither poverty nor riches; Feed me with the food that is my portion, 9 That I not be full and deny You 
and say, "Who is the LORD?" Or That I not be in want and steal, And profane the name of my God.  
(Prov. 30:7-9) 

 
Listen carefully to this thought.  The apostle is not saying he was able to endure much 
suffering at the hands of his antagonists.  As if he was strung up by his thumbs and beat 
relentlessly and mercilessly, somehow through all of it he was able to endure with grit teeth 
and clinched fist.  Listen to Paul’s own testimony. 
 

22 Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they descendants of Abraham? So am I. 23 

Are they servants of Christ? --I speak as if insane--I more so; in far more labors, in far more 
imprisonments, beaten times without number, often in danger of death.  24 Five times I received from the 
Jews thirty-nine lashes. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was 
shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the deep. 26 I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers 
from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in 
the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren; 27 I have been in 
labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and 
exposure. 28 Apart from such external things, there is the daily pressure on me of concern for all the 
churches. 29 Who is weak without my being weak? Who is led into sin without my intense concern? 30 If I 
have to boast, I will boast of what pertains to my weakness. 31 The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, He 
who is blessed forever, knows that I am not lying. 32 In Damascus the ethnarch under Aretas the king was 
guarding the city of the Damascenes in order to seize me, 33 and I was let down in a basket through a 
window in the wall, and so escaped his hands. (2 Cor. 11:22-33) 

 
Finally, Christ is the key to our contentment regardless of our circumstances (v. 13).  The only 
way for us to be content in uncertainty is to look to Christ and to Christ alone and only. 
 

It was not a habit which he had acquired by frequent exercise, it was a disposition which he had by grace; 
and he was enabled to do all by the power of an indwelling Christ. 
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Paul’s attitude is markedly different than that of the unbelieving.  Listen to a popular poem 
entitled, Invictus by William Ernest Henley.9 
 

Out of the night that covers me, 
Black as the pit from pole to pole, 

I thank whatever gods may be 
For my unconquerable soul. 

 

In the fell clutch of circumstance 
I have not winced nor cried aloud. 
Under the bludgeonings of chance 
My head is bloody, but unbowed. 

 

Beyond this place of wrath and tears 
Looms but the Horror of the shade, 

And yet the menace of the years 
Finds and shall find me unafraid. 

 

It matters not how strait the gate, 
How charged with punishments the scroll. 

I am the master of my fate: 
I am the captain of my soul.10 

 

I understand his response in light of his suffering, yet God enables something that transcends 
human ability.  This was the poem that Timothy McVeigh gave to the warden as he was being 
led to the death chamber. I think it sums up the attitude of the “my way” theology. Dorthea 
Day penned a response from the Christian viewpoint. It follows. 

 

Out of the light that dazzles me, 
Bright as the sun from pole to pole, 

I thank the God I know to be 
For Christ the conqueror of my soul. 

 

Since His the sway of circumstance, 
I would not wince nor cry aloud. 

Under that rule which men call chance 
My head with joy is humbly bowed. 

 

Beyond this place of sin and tears 
That life with Him! And His the aid, 

Despite the menace of the years, 
Keeps, and shall keep me, unafraid. 

 

I have no fear, though strait the gate, 
He cleared from punishment the scroll. 

Christ is the Master of my fate, 
Christ is the Captain of my soul.11 
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What this text teaches and what we are to learn is what Paul and Silas embodied in Acts 16. 
 

22 The crowd rose up together against them, and the chief magistrates tore their robes off them and 
proceeded to order them to be beaten with rods. 23 When they had struck them with many blows, they 
threw them into prison, commanding the jailer to guard them securely; 24 and he, having received such a 
command, threw them into the inner prison and fastened their feet in the stocks. 25 But about midnight 

Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns of praise to God, and the prisoners were listening to 
them; (Acts 16:22-25) 

 
It is the person and work of Jesus Christ who secures for us empowerment.  This strength is 
seen in Saul confounding the Jews which dwelt at Damascus (Acts 9:22).  It is used to describe 
Abraham who was “strong in faith” and did not stagger at the promise of God through 
unbelief (Rom. 4:20).  It is the strength we are invited to continue in (Eph. 6:10; 2 Tim. 2:1).  
Paul speaks of this empowerment when in prison and faced with abandonment and loneliness 
(2 Tim. 4:17).  It is the strength birthed out of weakness (Heb. 11:34).  What is He strengthening 
you to do?  This text tells us we are able because of His strengthening to . . .  
 

• Be joyful - 4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice! 

• Be gentle - 5 Let your gentle spirit be known to all men. The Lord is near. 

• Be prayerful - 6 Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication 
with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 

• Be at peace 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension, will guard 
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

• Think on these things - 8 Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, 
whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if 
there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, dwell on these things. 

• Practice these things - 9 The things you have learned and received and heard and seen 
in me, practice these things, and the God of peace will be with you. 

 
Our self-serving depravity likes to set the parameters of what this text means.  
Christianity/Christ pushes us to face our attachment to the shadow.  The idea that God does 
not want you suffering or financially poor is misguided at best and down right dirty at worst.  
God is the one who gives us everything, and if we are too attached to the shadow then we 
have misplaced our priorities and affections. 
 
God’s strengthening is the power to be content12 whatever the circumstances (v. 11).  THAT is 
what God’s strength does.   

 
A contented mind is an invaluable blessing, and is one of the fruits of religion in the soul. It arises from 
the belief that God is right in all his ways.13 

 
Regardless as to your circumstances God will always be with you (Matt. 18:20) and His grace 
will always prove sufficient (1 Cor. 10:13; 2 Cor. 12:9).  The strengthening is not removing the 

difficulty, but the ability to give thanks in and for all things.  His strengthening does not 
necessarily put food on one’s table or even a roof over one’s head or clothes on one’s back.  His 
strengthening enables one to rejoice in the Lord always even when hungry, cold, and naked.   
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• This is the testimony of Job (Job 1:20, 21). 
 

20 Then Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head, and he fell to the ground and worshiped. 21 He 
said, "Naked I came from my mother's womb, And naked I shall return there. The LORD gave and the 
LORD has taken away. Blessed be the name of the LORD." 22 Through all this Job did not sin nor did he 
blame God. (Job 1:20-22) 

 

• This is the testimony of Joseph (Gen. 50:20). 
 

15 When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, "What if Joseph bears a grudge 
against us and pays us back in full for all the wrong which we did to him!" 16 So they sent a message to 
Joseph, saying, "Your father charged before he died, saying, 17 'Thus you shall say to Joseph, "Please 
forgive, I beg you, the transgression of your brothers and their sin, for they did you wrong."' And now, 
please forgive the transgression of the servants of the God of your father." And Joseph wept when they 
spoke to him. 18 Then his brothers also came and fell down before him and said, "Behold, we are your 
servants." 19 But Joseph said to them, "Do not be afraid, for am I in God's place? 20 "As for you, you meant 
evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve many 
people alive. 21 "So therefore, do not be afraid; I will provide for you and your little ones." So he 
comforted them and spoke kindly to them. (Gen. 50:15-22) 

 

• This is the testimony of Paul and Silas (Acts 16:25). 
 

22 The crowd rose up together against them, and the chief magistrates tore their robes off them and 
proceeded to order them to be beaten with rods. 23 When they had struck them with many blows, they 
threw them into prison, commanding the jailer to guard them securely; 24 and he, having received such a 
command, threw them into the inner prison and fastened their feet in the stocks. 25 But about midnight 
Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns of praise to God, and the prisoners were listening to 
them; (Acts 16:22-25) 

 

• This is the testimony of countless martyrs who embraced loss so that they might gain 
Christ (Heb. 11:23-26, 36-40). 

 
23 By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden for three months by his parents, because they saw he 
was a beautiful child; and they were not afraid of the king's edict. 24 By faith Moses, when he had grown 
up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter, 25 choosing rather to endure ill-treatment with the 
people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, 26 considering the reproach of Christ greater 
riches than the treasures of Egypt; for he was looking to the reward. (Heb. 11:23-26) 
 
36 and others experienced mockings and scourgings, yes, also chains and imprisonment. 37 They were 
stoned, they were sawn in two, they were tempted, they were put to death with the sword; they went 
about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated 38 (men of whom the world was 

not worthy), wandering in deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground. 39 And all these, 
having gained approval through their faith, did not receive what was promised, 40 because God had 

provided something better for us, so that apart from us they would not be made perfect. (Heb. 11:36-40) 
 

• This is the testimony of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (John 19:9-12). 
 

fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the 

cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. (Heb. 12:2) 
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Friend, let us not miss this point.  Each of these people could testify of God’s peace in the mist 
of significant calamity because, hear me now, because they believed God was controlling their 
moments.  This is the point Jesus drove home with Pontius Pilate in John 19. 
 

9 and he entered into the Praetorium again and said to Jesus, "Where are You from?" But Jesus gave him 
no answer. 10 So Pilate *said to Him, "You do not speak to me? Do You not know that I have authority to 
release You, and I have authority to crucify You?" 11 Jesus answered, "You would have no authority over 

Me, unless it had been given you from above; for this reason he who delivered Me to you has the 
greater sin." 12 As a result of this Pilate made efforts to release Him, but the Jews cried out saying, "If you 
release this Man, you are no friend of Caesar; everyone who makes himself out to be a king opposes 
Caesar." (John 19:9-12) 

 
It is His enablement that allows the peace of God to guard one’s heart and mind when 

everything earthly appears bitter.  His strengthening is not getting a better job, fixing your 
marital strife, seeing your kids break drug addictions, or countless issues swirling about us.  
His strengthening is the enablement that empowers us to be joyful, be gentle, and be prayerful 
when all of life crumbles about us.  His strengthening enables us to “be patient, be kind and 
not jealous; His strengthening enables us not to brag in victory and not to be arrogant in 
another’s demise.  His power enables us not to act unbecomingly; His strengthening enables 
us not to rejoice in unrighteousness, but rather to rejoice with the truth.  His strengthening 
enables us to bear all things, believe all things, hope in all things, and endure all things” (1 
Cor. 13:4ff).  This is what this text is telling us. 
 
Perhaps today your life is crumbling all around you. Perhaps today your tomorrow is dark 
and foreboding.  Friends, Jesus is the answer to our questions and the solution to our 
problems. Let us with the countless saints of bygone years join them in saying Jesus Christ is 
enough in this life and in the life to come. Let us with them say Jesus is not only necessary, but 
He is enough. Let us with them say everything is from Him, sustained by Him, and for Him. 
May God grant us the ability to break free of the shadow and trust only in Him.  May God 
come quickly and forever deliver us from evil, Amen. 
 

                                                 
1 “Ye have revived (anethalete). Second aorist active indicative of old poetic word (Homer), anathallô, to 

sprout again, to shoot up, to blossom again. So in the LXX five times, though rare and literary word.” A.T. 
Robertson’s Word Pictures on Philippians 4:10.  “They had helped him before, Php 2:25; they had ceased for a time, 
and now they began again.  This is evidently designed by the apostle, as the word aneyalete implies, which is a 
metaphor taken from the reviviscence of flowers in spring which seemed dead in winter.  For the time in which 
they were apparently remiss he makes a delicate apology: Ye were careful, but ye lacked opportunity.”  Adam 
Clarke’s Commentary on Philippians 4:10. 

2 “To be filled (chortazesthai). Old verb from chortos (grass, hay) and so to fatten like an animal. To be 
hungry (peinâin). Old verb from peina (hunger) and kin to penês, poor man who has to work for his living 
(penomai).” A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures on Philippians 4:12. 

3 “The word was used primarily of feeding and fattening animals in a stall.  To be hungry; perhaps he 
spent days in hunger during his time in prison, even though he was entitled to the grain distribution in Rome.” 
Rogers and Rogers on Philippians 4:12. 

4 “To come short, to fall behind, to lack, to suffer need.” Rogers and Rogers on Philippians 4:12. 
5 “The word ‘autarky’ is from the Greek: αὐτάρκεια, which means ‘self-sufficiency’ (derived from αὐτο-, 

‘self,’ and ἀρκέω, ‘to suffice’).” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autarkic “A perfect condition of life in which no 
aid or support is needed; sufficiency of the necessities of life; a mind contented with its lot, contentment.” 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/autarkeia.html#Legend 
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6 Rogers and Rogers on Philippians 4:11. 
7 Adam Clarke’s Commentary on Philippians 4:11. 
8 Albert Barnes’ NT Commentary on Philippians 4:12. 
9 "Invictus" is a short Victorian poem by the English poet William Ernest Henley (1849–1903). 
10 “William Ernest Henley’s anger and irreverence issued from a life of intense suffering, with which he 

was unable to cope. At the age of twelve, he was stricken with a tubercular condition that resulted ultimately in 
the amputation of his left leg. He would have lost the other leg had it not been for the innovative treatments of 
Dr. Joseph Lister. Henley’s joints were affected and his body was plagued with horrible abscesses. His legs 
withered while his torso continued to grow; he suffered excruciating pain for many years.” 
http://www.christiancourier.com/articles/367-timothy-mcveighs-invictus  

11 http://thegladdestthing.com/poems/invictus  
12 “Favorite word with the Stoics, only here in N.T., though autarkeia occurs in 2Co 9:8; 1Ti 6:6. Paul is 

contented with his lot and he learned that lesson long ago. Socrates said as to who is wealthiest: ‘He that is 
content with least, for autarkeia is nature's wealth.’” A.T. Robertson’s Word Pictures on Philippians 4:11. 

13 Albert Barnes’ NT Commentary on Philippians 4:11. 


