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c h a p t e r  o n e

Reflections on Philippians 4:10-13

Jill Briscoe

“I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have
renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you have been
concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. I
am not saying this because I am in need, for I have
learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I
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 want. I can do

everything through him who gives me strength.”

I n his book Celebration of Discipline, Richard Foster
says, “The modern hero is the poor boy who pur-

posely becomes rich, rather than the rich boy who vol-
untarily becomes poor! Hoarding we call prudence, greed
we call industry. Owning is an obsession in our culture.
We are all fascinated with the lives of the rich and famous.
Wealth, we are told, is the benchmark of achievement. It
does not seem to be a question of how much character
you have—but rather how much cash!” 

The Content of

Contentment–
A Christian Virtue



The best things in life are free. Let’s face it:
Christian people are not always content with the best
things God gives us freely to enjoy. In fact, someone
has convinced us if something is free, it can’t be
worth much! What do material things matter if your
husband has walked out on you, your child is on
drugs or in a bad marriage, or your health packs up?
The idea that Christ can satisfy us without things our
materialistic society insists are necessities for true
fulfillment is for most of us only a theory anyway. As
Mother Teresa said, “You can’t really say ‘Christ is all
I need’ until Christ is all you’ve got!” She had first-
hand experience. Which of us has honestly been in
that position?

The nearest I have been to this state of affairs
was twenty-five years ago when the church called
us to America and asked us to sell and come, as the
song puts it, “just as I am.” I didn’t think this would
be a problem for me until I had to do it. We came
to the United States with two suitcases apiece—one
for clothes and one for anything else we wanted to
bring that would fit into one suitcase. To my
spiritual chagrin, I found it very hard. It wasn’t so
much the valuables—very few—but rather, the
nostalgic items, wedding presents, etc. It was a
good reminder to all the family that Christ is the
content of contentment.

The trouble is, we are led to believe by the media
that we can only be content with an hour-glass figure,
a gorgeous boyfriend, or a handsome mate who buys
us a Hollywood house and fills our lives with exciting
dates and vacations, a substantial bank balance, and a
trouble-free life.
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A Christian Grace

F.B. Meyer says, “Contentment is pre-eminently a
Christian grace.” He cites Cicero who was always talking
about courage and manly virtue, but when trouble
came, complained so much he wore out his friends. And
then there was Seneca, whose teaching was full of talk
of stoic endurance, but who filled the air around him
with abject complaints when he was exiled from Rome.

Bound for Joy 

Meyer points out the contrast of Paul, the Apostle,
who was in far worse trouble than those great
teachers. He was imprisoned in his last days, stripped
of every comfort we take for granted, and chained to
a guard, and yet he was able to say he was quite
content! Deprived of his freedom and possibly facing
lions or sword, Paul put down words that centuries
later shout with such superb serenity, I am riveted to
the text. Especially, I would have to say, when I am in
trouble. After all, most of us are not looking for
contentment when all is well with our world and our
soul, but when all is ill with both.

When the Apostle wrote Philippians 4, he was,
humanly speaking, in the saddest part of his career.
Yet, as my husband puts it, “prisoner though he was,
he was ‘bound for joy!’” Paul found the secret of
happiness was not in his circumstances, but in the
loving God who had permitted those circumstances to
happen. Paul was concerned the Philippians might
think he was dependent upon their generous gifts for
contentment and peace. He wanted them to know that
in every situation Christ would help him to maintain an
attitude of trust and confidence in Him.
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The Content of Contentment Is Christ 

As far as Paul was concerned, the content of
contentment was Christ. He said “For to me, to live is
Christ and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). He really didn’t
care very much what happened to him—not because
he had given up hope or was depressed or suicidal,
but because he counted both options (life or death) as
wonderful. It’s hard to hurt a man with such a
powerful perspective. It’s called contentment. But I
notice to my relief that this grace, this virtue, can be
learned. Paul says, “I have learned in whatever state I
am, to be content” (4:11, NKJV). We are enrolled by a
loving God in the school of hard knocks and expected
to learn our lessons well. We can all be home-
schooling ourselves in the art of being content.

The School of Hard Knocks 

When my husband was on the road for months at
a time, loneliness was my teacher, and I found God
quite sufficient for my many lonely “nows.” When I
wore out trying to be both mom and dad to our three
lively kids, perseverance taught me endurance and,
strangely enough, gave me a settled sense of stillness
that couldn’t be jolted even by the most unpleasant
surprises that were definitely not on my agenda.

I remember putting my children to bed one night
in England. My husband was in Australia—literally on
the other side of the world. He wasn’t coming home
for three long, hard months. My father had been
diagnosed with cancer, my daughter had fallen and
broken her arm the day my husband left, and my
hands were more than full running a preschool, and
programs for dozens of teenagers. (During this time it
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didn’t help to catch mumps from my kids either!) Yet
unbelievably, sitting by the crackling fire in our tiny
home, a huge sense of well-being invaded every
corner of my heart. I could hardly stand it. My heart
was singing and my soul was dancing. I was content.

I have learned to accept what He allows, and
change what He empowers me to change, and that’s
usually my attitude. I try to turn to Christ to meet my
needs be they physical, relational, or spiritual. He has
always come through for me.

Years ago I stopped looking to anyone else but
God to satisfy me. There is no man that can love me
enough, no child that can need me enough, no job
that can pay me enough, and no experience that can
satisfy me enough. Only Jesus. The compass of my
life must be set in His direction and by His direction,
and then it will, like a real compass, not be affected
by motion.

Be in the Will of God

We must be in the will of God to be content.
When you believe you are exactly where God wants
you to be, you wouldn’t be happy if you were
anywhere else in the whole wide world. When we
have no complaint with His workings in our lives, we
are held together inside. In fact the dictionary defines
contentment as “to hold in, contain together.”

What’s going on inside you? Are you holding
together or are you falling apart? When we are
“content” with the choices God makes for us, we can
respond rightly to suffering in all its shades and
shadows. In other words, when we say a loud YES to
God’s decisions for us, we will find ourselves content.

–5–

t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  c o n t e n t m e n t — a  c h r i s t i a n  v i r t u e



It has often been hard for me to glance heavenward
and say “aye” to God’s plans and purposes in missions
and evangelism that necessitated my husband’s long
absences, for instance, but when I learned the
language of a willing and submissive heart, oh, how
the peace came!

Be in the Word of God 

So to be content, we
must determine to be in the
will of God. Second, we
must be in the Word of God
and refuse to listen to Satan’s
dark and sinister suggestions.
Satan wants to confuse us as
to the matter of contentment.
The Word of God will help
us to think straight about our
dreams, which may never
materialize, or about the
greed need inside us. The
Scriptures, for example, may
remind us “one’s life does

not consist in the abundance of the things he
possesses” (Luke 12:15, NKJV). Paul was happy enough
with what he had, and didn’t desire one thing more or
less to feel complete. So first we must accept the will
of God for us. Second, we must refuse to listen to
Satan, and instead bathe ourselves in Scripture. And
third, we must decide to be more concerned with the
concerns of God than with our own.
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“Our contentment

disappears when we let

our hearts and minds be

filled with self-pity and

sadness, which our

problems create in us.

Contentment comes

from recognizing how

valuable our life is to

God and to others.”

— Soula Isch—

L i f e L i f t e r s



Be a Witness for God 

By constantly applying the cross to his ambitions,
murmurings, and his tendency to complain, Paul
determined to look on the bright side and set himself
to think of others worse off than himself. Paul knew
how to be full or empty, rich or poor, rejected or
accepted, loved or hated, followed or opposed,
beaten or bathed and bandaged, stoned or
worshipped, clothed or stripped naked, safe or in
peril, tired out or well rested, burdened or light. He
was even, believe it or not, content to be either dead
or alive! He was willing for all or nothing as long as
God was there and God was using him. Paul, full of
the Spirit, gave God full permission to use him to His
glory, and with that he was content whatever the
repercussions. 

The word used in Philippians 4 for “abased”
denotes a voluntary acceptance of lowly station, even
poverty, for Christ’s sake. Some have suggested Paul
was disinherited upon his becoming a Christian (1 Cor.
4:10-13; 2 Cor. 6:10). When things were chaotic or he
suffered loss, Paul experienced Augustine’s “tranquillity
of order,” because he was looking for ways to use the
situation to lead people to Christ, not to make things
more comfortable for himself.

For example, the jailers he was chained to got to
hear the Gospel. After all they were a captive
audience! It makes you wonder who was the prisoner.
Paul believed with all his heart that his present
problems were the will of God for him and so prison
or no prison, fetters or no fetters, “the things that had
happened to him were falling out to the good of the
Gospel,” and he was very happy about that. 
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Contentment is finding the strength we need to
accelerate the progress of the Gospel—even when we
are sitting in jail. Paul says “in every circumstance”
(literally “everywhere and in all things”) he is free and
sufficient in Christ to care about other people’s eternal
well-being before his own physical and emotional
needs.

Years ago a friend who was a missionary in
Ecuador wrote and told me about the fabulous flowers
that grew in abundance around their missionary
buildings. “Why, today I even saw an orchid on a
garbage pile,” she said.

F.B. Meyer said, “We can do a lot to elaborate the
faculty of contentment; the germ of it is in our hearts
by the grace of God, but the flower and fruit demand
our constant heed.” That’s a tall order when we are in
a prison of our own making or a victim of other
people’s sin—but then Paul reminds us: “We can do
everything through Him who gives us life,” even grow
flowers of contentment on a garbage pile!
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