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The Secret to Contentment 

 

Before we get started with our last week of Philippians, let me tell you that next 

week, we’re beginning a new series—a Focus Season called Breakthrough. No matter 

where you are in your faith, even if you don’t have any faith, the purpose of this series is 

to give you the tools to break through the barriers to becoming what God wants you to 

be. We’re going to post a video tomorrow, so if you’re on social media share it and invite 

your friends to be a part of it—even if it’s just tuning in to the Livestream. It could be the 

open door to something significant. 

A focus season is when we align our sermon and small groups. We have Focus 

Guide Books in the Commons for a suggested contribution of $5. They have daily and 

family devotions as well as places for notes and small group questions. If you’re not a part 

of a small group, we’d love to have you join one, even if you’re just going to try it for the 

five weeks. Keith will be back at the small groups table and we’ll find a group that fits.  

Today, we’re in Philippians chapter 4. I don’t know how much you’re like me, but 

I’m of the age where I don’t get birthday parties anymore and I don’t really get too many 

birthday cards and largely, I’m OK with that. But do you remember when you were 

younger and would have a birthday party and get birthday cards from relatives.  

This is how it goes. You open the envelope and say, “I wonder who this is from.” 

Then you open the card and you know that the first thing you should do is read the 
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card…but you really don’t care about the card. You don’t want to let on that this is what 

you’re doing, but if you’re honest, you’re thinking “show me the money.”  

Now, some people do you a favor by getting a card that that’s the shape of money. 

That’s the signal of what’s inside. Also, if there’s a bulge, you know there’s a gift card or 

something in there. And you’re excited about that, but you read the card first because 

you know that’s what you’re supposed to do. Will anyone to admit this?  

It’s OK, no judgment. You’ve been trained to believe that more money is better. IN 

fact, we live in a society that teaches us to prioritize money over just about everything 

else. We neglect our family for money. We move across the country to make a little 

more. I’ve seen families break apart over an inheritance and some even risk jail time 

trying to get more money. We are consumed with getting more. 

The Apostle Paul was not. And our passage today is all the evidence we need. You 

see, we don’t hear much about it until the very end of this letter, but in chapter 2, we 

learn that the reason the Philippian church sent Epaphroditus, was to support him while 

he was under house arrest in Rome. Verse 25, “I think it is necessary to send back to you 

Epaphroditus, my brother, co-worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, 

whom you sent to take care of my needs.” In other words, you sent him with money. 

Now, if Paul were in our shoes, the first thing he would have done in his letter is 

thank them for their financial support. We would probably be over-the-top with our 

thanks. “You guys are so generous. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate sacrificing your 
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hard-earned money to help me. I know you work hard for that and I just appreciate it so 

much.” We do that because we’ve learned to value money over everything. 

So, it seems strange to us that Paul barely mentions the financial support until the 

very end of the letter and then when he does, it’s sound pretty half-hearted. Verse 10,  

“10I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your concern for me. Indeed, 

you were concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. 11I am not saying this 

because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.” 

Do you see that? He’s saying, “I don’t really need financial support, but thanks for 

sending it anyway!” It’s like Paul is more interested in the card than the money. Actually, 

he’s more excited that the Church in Philippi is still faithful to the gospel through their 

struggles than he is about their financial support.  

Now, if we gave someone a generous financial gift and received this lukewarm 

thank you, it’s very likely we might be offended or a little hurt. “That’s my hard-earned 

money and you don’t appreciate it! Well, see if I ever do something like that again!” But 

Paul wasn’t just being rude, he just thinks differently than we do. 

You see, Paul was so locked in on the fact that the church is a body, that it was like 

money wasn’t even changing hands. Their financial support represented their partnership 

and he valued that more than the money itself. It really was the thought that counted. 

But there’s another reason Paul’s thanks is understated. Verse 11, “11I am not 

saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the 
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circumstances. 12I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I 

have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or 

hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.” In other words, didn’t freak out about the 

money because he learned to be content. 

Now, what is contentment? Well, the word Paul uses is the Greek word 

“autoarkeia.” It was a common word in the Greco-Roman world. Basically, it’s the 

attitude of having “enough,” or not desiring more.  

The ancient philosophers said the wise person is the autarkeia person. There’s a 

quote attributed to Socrates that says, “The richest person is the one who is content with 

the least. Contentment (autarkeia) is nature’s wealth.” Stoic philosophers taught that 

people are happiest without emotional attachment to anything. I don’t believe that’s true 

of everything, but the Bible does agree with that sentiment when it comes to money. You 

become content when you have a healthy emotional detachment from money.  

 Now, some people have an unhealthy detachment from money. They don’t 

understand the its value and don’t think wisely about how to use it. They get some and 

blow it. Or they don’t make the connection between work and money. Some people 

don’t have any sense of its usefulness. That’s not contentment, that’s irresponsibility. 

A person who’s content knows the value of money, but also its limitations. They 

know that money is useful, but that it can also deceive us into believing that having more 
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of it will solve all our problems and make us happy. For all the problems money solves, it 

creates many, too. That’s why we say that contentment is true wealth.  

But contentment doesn’t come naturally for us and I suspect it didn’t come 

automatically for Paul, which is why twice—in verse 11 and verse 12—he says, “I have 

learned the secret of being content in any and every situation.” So, what’s the secret? 

Verse 13, “I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.”  

This is one of the most commonly cited verses by athletes. They write their 

autograph with “Phil 4:13” next to it. I think it’s cool that they try to let their light shine 

like that. But using the verse this way gives the impression that Jesus is there to help you 

accomplish your goals. But Paul is actually saying that when I submit myself to Christ, I’ll 

have the strength to flourish even if I never do. He says that kind of strength comes from 

a genuine, robust, and tested trust in the grace of Jesus.  

Now, have you ever asked this question? If the strength to be content in every 

circumstance comes from Christ, how is that strength transferred to us? Is it like a 

spiritual transfusion? Is it something sort of magical that all the sudden we were weak, 

but we pray and instantly we’re strong?  

I believe that kind of thing can happen in certain instances, but the normal way 

Christ strengthens comes when we believe his truth. This is what author and psychologist, 

John Eldredge calls agreement.  
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Here’s what he means. He says truth and lies both have power, but they only have 

power when we agree with them. For instance, if a father continually says to his son, 

“You’ll never amount to anything,” it’s a powerful message that can sabotage his future, 

but only if he agrees with that lie. But he can also agree with something different, “I’m 

made in the image in the image of God.” “He’s wrong and I will make a name for myself.” 

That agreement carries incredible power. 

So, when Paul says, “I’ve learned how to be content regardless of my 

circumstances by getting strength from Jesus,” his strength comes from both Jesus’ 

teaching and example. Certainly, Jesus taught about contentment.  

For instance, in Luke 12, Jesus says, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds 

of greed; life does not consist in an abundance of possessions.” Jesus teachings on 

money were almost always warnings about greed or the encouragement to trust in God. 

And Jesus modeled contentment. He never owned a home. He relied on the kindness of 

others to live and he was never worried about where his next meal would come from.  

The strength to be content begins simply by believing Jesus. As we like to say, 

that’s simple, but it’s not easy…because there are all kinds of money agreements we’re 

tempted to make with our society. For instance: 

“Money isn’t a spiritual issue.” “I have it because I deserve it.” “What I do with my 

money is my business.” “All I need is a little more, then I’ll be happy.” “I can’t give until I 

feel secure.” “More is better.” “Wealth is a satisfying goal.” 
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 All these agreements shape our attitude toward money. And they have the 

strength sophisticated marketing strategies behind them. They’re powerful. But they’re 

false and agreeing with them they makes contentment impossible.  

But if the power of the lie is in believing it, then the power of the truth is when we 

align ourselves with it—not just agreeing in our minds but agreeing by our way of life. 

Psalm 34:8 says, “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” You will never know how good a 

food is by reading the recipe. You have to taste for yourself. Then you can agree. So, what 

does God tell us about money that can lead us to be content in any circumstance? 

First is the most basic agreement we have to make is to agree that how we handle 

money is an indicator of our spiritual maturity. It’s not the only indicator, but it’s probably 

more important than you think. This is not apparent to everyone and part of the reason is 

that we tend to get weird when we talk about money. Most people I’ve known have been 

more willing to share about their sex life than their financial life. People get funny when 

you start talking about money. 

But Jesus talked a lot about money as a spiritual issue and Paul talked a lot about 

money as a spiritual issue. And it makes sense because spiritual growth is the process of 

allowing more and more areas of our lives to come under the Lordship of Jesus. The issue 

isn’t that God needs your money, but that—maybe more than anything else we deal with 

in life—money can become an idol.  
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That’s why Paul writes in 1 Timothy 6, “10For the love of money is a root of all 

kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced 

themselves with many griefs.” The sooner we agree that how we handle money is a 

spiritual issue, the sooner we can break free from its grip. 

 The second agreement that leads to contentment is everything belongs to God and 

we are managers. Psalm 24:1 says, “The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it.” We are 

living in God’s world. It’s not ours. Money or possessions don’t come with us at the end 

of this life. God allowed us to have it and he can take it away at any moment.  

Everything belongs to God, but he entrusted some of it to you. Now, God is 

gracious and wants to supply your needs. Paul writes this in 1 Timothy 6, “17Command 

those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in 

wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with 

everything for our enjoyment.”  

God isn’t cruel. He’s not checking to make sure that you’re not spending money on 

anything you might enjoy. Everything belongs to God and he created you. He wants us to 

find enjoyment from what he gives. But he also wants us to be free from bondage to 

possessions and to use what he has entrusted to us for the sake of his Kingdom.  

There’s no formula for how much enjoyment is too much. I can’t tell you how much 

to spend on eating out or on a TV. Hopefully, as you mature in your faith, you be able to 

find more and more enjoyment in things that don’t cost a lot of money and will have 
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more to share with those in need. When you come to agree that what you have is not 

really yours and then live your life according this truth and you will be more content. 

Third, money is a great tool, but a lousy goal. Now let’s think for a minute about 

what money is. Well, money is something you exchange for something else. Money itself 

has no intrinsic value. It can’t keep you warm at night. It won’t keep you alive if you eat it. 

It’s just a piece or paper or a number in an app. Its only value is the opportunities it 

creates for us. But it has a strange pull on us that makes us always want more.  

That’s why our attitude about money has to shift from a goal to a tool. Rather than 

always trying to accumulate, we have think about what opportunities does money afford. 

In Matthew 25, Jesus tells the parable of the talents—or the bags of gold in the NIV.  

A wealthy man goes away on a long journey and he entrusts his servants with his 

money. To one, he gives five bags of gold, to another—two, and to another—one.  

The first two servants invest the master’s money and each double what they had, 

but the servant with one bag of gold thought, “The master’s money is too valuable. I 

don’t want to lose it.” So, he buried it in the ground.  

When the master came back, each servant had to give an account for what he did 

with the money. The first two, knew the master’s heart. They knew he saw money as a 

means, not an end. So, when he saw that they got a great return on his investment, he 

rewarded them.  
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But the third one, who in fear and insecurity, gave the master his one bag of gold 

back. This made the master angry and he said, “28Take the bag of gold from him and give 

it to the one who has ten bags….30And throw that worthless servant outside, into the 

darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

This parable isn’t just about money, but it does hold true for how we handle 

money. God entrusts us with money to invest it in things that are much more valuable. 

The missionary Jim Elliot is famous for saying, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot 

keep to gain what he cannot lose.” 

So, the question is, “What’s valuable to God?” When we can answer that question, 

it will help us determine how we can leverage what we have to accomplish that goal. 

Let’s talk about three things God wants. 

First, God wants disciples. Maybe this makes you uncomfortable, but this is a clear 

command of Jesus. He wants people to follow him. Of course, you can’t just pay people 

to become disciples, so leveraging money to make disciples is a bit more indirect. You can 

leverage money personally and buy someone lunch and disciple them one on one. And 

hopefully, after our Focus Season, you’ll consider doing just that.  

But evangelism and discipleship are the work of the Church. So, giving to God 

through the church, which is also commanded in Scripture is a way to contribute to that. 

It doesn’t absolve you of your responsibility to share with others, but it does enable 

ministry to happen. 
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Another thing God wants is for hungry people to eat, naked people to be clothed 

and widows and orphans to be cared for. So, you can buy yourself a bigger house, more 

clothes or more and more expensive food, or you can leverage some of what you have to 

help those who don’t have those things. Paul saw the church as one of the primary 

sources for how God takes care of his people. 

Again, at the church do much of this through Together for Good and 

FreedomWorks, so giving monthly to those organizations helps to meet physical, spiritual 

and relational needs. We also have a benevolence fund at the church that goes 

specifically toward helping people in need, both in the church and outside. You can 

contribute to it regularly and if you run into hard times, you can access it as well.  

Finally, God wants to bless you. Verse 17. Paul writes, “Not that I desire your gifts; 

what I desire is that more be credited to your account.” What does he mean “credited 

to your account?” He’s talking about God’s blessing for their act of giving.  

Now, don’t get hung up on this. I don’t believe God has a ledger book keeping track 

of what you give away. But Paul is saying that your money can accomplish something, but 

what he’s excited about is what their act of giving will accomplish in them. And he’s using 

this metaphor to make the point that what we give up here, has eternal rewards. 

Jesus says this in Matthew 6, “19 Do not store up for yourselves treasures on 

earth, where moths and vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. 20But 

store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moths and vermin do not destroy, 
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and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21For where your treasure is, there your 

heart will be also.”   

So, I’m not talking about blessing in a prosperity-gospel sense. I don’t believe that 

God wants to give you a house with a three-stall garage and a Cadillac in every stall. I 

believe he wants to free you from that. But I also don’t believe he wants his people to be 

anxious and stressed and miserable. 

We can see this in the parable of the bags of gold. When the master sees that his 

servants used his money to accomplish his goals, he was so pleased he rewarded them. 

But here’s the paradox. Most of us want to reward ourselves by accumulating more and 

buying nice stuff for ourselves, and this is what we call blessing. But if this is our 

definition of blessing, we miss out on God’s blessing which is far greater.  

Again, that doesn’t mean that if we give away what we have that God will always 

give us money as a reward. But our reward will be peace that passes understanding, 

freedom from the bondage of possessions, freedom from the need to maintain 

appearances and a chance of a deeper life with God. 

And here’s the cool thing. In verse 19, Paul says that when we treat money with an 

open hand, God will take care of our needs. He writes, “And my God will meet all your 

needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus.” This doesn’t mean we should 

be frivolous or irresponsible, but it builds our faith when we give and then we see God 

take care of our needs. 
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Well, there’s more that could be said about this, but let me land the plane with 

this. There’s only one place in Scripture where God tells people to test him. It’s in 

Malachi, chapter 3. He’s confronting his people because they’ve been withholding their 

tithe. He says, “You’re robbing me.” But he doesn’t just reprimand them. He offers them 

a challenge. This is what he says, “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there 

may be food in my house. Test me in this…and see if I will not throw open the 

floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that there will not be room enough 

to store it.” 

I believe these words ring true for us as well. When we hold money with an open 

hand. When we give freely to God; when we give freely to people in need; when we 

leverage our earthly resources for the sake of God’s Kingdom, that God will provide and 

while God might not make us financially rich, he will give us contentment. 

Now, I was tempted to take the offering after the message this week as an 

application of these principles, but I don’t want to be manipulative about it. I don’t want 

it to be motivated by guilt or make an emotional appeal. I want this to be a well-thought-

out decision on your part. So, I want to leave you with two practical questions. 

What agreements do you have about money? Do they come from society or do 

they come Scripture? And second, what practical changes do you need  


