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JOY:  IT’S THE SECRET OF CONTENTMENT                  PHILIPPIANS 4:10-23 

Secrets can be profoundly powerful.  For over 43 years, Zinaida Bragantsova, 
the resident of a Ukrainian village, had been telling people there was a World 
War II bomb buried under her bed. The story began in 1941 when the Germans 
advanced toward another Ukrainian city close by. One night at the very start of 
the war, she was sitting by the window and sewing on her machine. Suddenly a 
noise was heard and a whistling close by. She got up and was struck by a blast 
of wind that knocked her out momentarily. When she came to, the sewing 
machine was gone and there was a hole in the floor as well as in the ceiling.  
Zinaida couldn't get any officials to check out her story, so she just moved her 
bed over the hole and lived with it for the next 40 years. Finally, the woman's 
secret was uncovered.  As phone cable was being laid in the area, demolition 
experts were called in to probe for buried explosives. "Where's your bomb, 
grandma?" asked a smiling army lieutenant sent to talk to Zinaida. "No doubt, 
under your bed, right?" "Yes, actually it is under my bed," Zinaida answered.  
And sure enough, there they found a 500-pound unexploded bomb. After 
evacuating 2,000 people from the surrounding buildings, the bomb squad 
detonated the bomb. According to the report, Zinaida got a new apartment for 
free.  Secrets can be profoundly powerful indeed. 

Today we bring our study on Philippians to a conclusion.  Like all of his letters in 
the New Testament, this letter is – first and foremost – all about Jesus.  But joy 
has been a consistent sub-theme showing up at least 15 times throughout this 
letter and, again, in the passage we look at today.  Let’s read it just now.  
Speaking of secrets, Paul shares a powerful secret with us in these verses – a 
secret that’s founded in Jesus and a secret that results in experiencing God’s joy.  
Much of what we just read has to do with the wonderful relationship that Paul 
enjoyed with these followers of Jesus living in Philippi.  Remember, he had gone 
to Philippi about a decade earlier when there wasn’t even one follower of Jesus 
in that city.  Paul preached and taught the good news about Jesus, people 
received Jesus as Savior and Lord by faith, and a little, fledgling church was 
born.  As soon as he could, Paul took off for the next city so he could share the 
good news about Jesus and establish another new church.   

But of all the churches Paul pioneered and founded, the Philippian church was 
unique in one way.  That church alone apparently remembered Paul financially at 
key times in his life and ministry – not just once but on several occasions.  The 
most recent occasion was during his current imprisonment in Rome.  Apparently, 
these Philippian Christians had heard that Paul – the man who had first shared 
Jesus with them, their spiritual father, and the founder of their church - was in 
prison and that he was without any provision whatsoever. If you ended up in 
prison in those days, the government didn’t take care of you.  Your physical 
needs were supplied by your family and friends.  So the Philippians took up an 
offering and sent one of their own members – a man named Epaphroditus – all 
the way to Rome to give it to Paul.  Paul was deeply touched by their generous 
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gift and thanked them for their act of love.  Paul’s words of gratitude provide yet 
another glimpse into his relationship with Jesus that’s compelling and 
challenging.  He brings up the whole matter of contentment in life – how you get 
it and how you keep it.  He shares the secret of how he’d found contentment 
which is truly life-changing if you grasp it.  It’s an open secret; no one is trying to 
hide it from you.  But the sad fact is that only a few people ever learn this secret.  
Even the majority of Christians just don’t seem to get it.  Perhaps that’s because 
we still believe one of life’s great lies.  What’s that? 

THE LIE:  CONTENTMENT IS THE ABSENCE OF ALL PROBLEMS. 

A Chinese philosopher has made this observation:  “The most outstanding 
characteristic of Eastern civilization is to know contentment, whereas, that of 
Western civilization is not to know contentment.”  The reason most of us never 
find a place of lasting contentment in this life is because most of us measure it by 
our circumstances.  One of life’s great lies equates contentment with the absence 
of problems or struggles in life.  If all is well externally, then all will be well 
internally.  It’s equally true that the culture in which we live assumes that 
contentment is something that you can achieve or earn.  It’s the result of earning 
enough money to live comfortably.  It’s found in working hard to achieve your 
potential as a human being – you work hard, you study hard, you develop 
yourself – and then – poof – you discover contentment.  Or, others see 
contentment as the sum total of working hard to develop great personal 
relationships – having the right spouse, the right family and the right friends.   

But - and you already know this - living in America doesn’t automatically ensure 
contentment.  In fact, many of the wealthiest Americans are the least content.  
The most educated people, the most accomplished people and the folk with the 
biggest contact lists are, by no means, the happiest.  Why?  Well, there’s the 
simple fact that problems and struggles in life are inescapable.  Jesus Himself 
said this clearly, “… ‘Here on earth you will have many trials and sorrows….’”  (Jo 
16:33 NLT)  All too many people discover that making a bigger income, getting 
rid of your current spouse and finding another one, having the kids grow up and 
move away or retiring to your dream location doesn’t produce contentment.  As a 
culture, we’ve bought into one of life’s great lies:  contentment is the absence of 
all problems.  Contentment is such an elusive goal.  It’s always just around the 
corner, just over the horizon, just within our grasp and then it’s gone.   

Perhaps some of it has to do with how and where you’re raised.  There can be a 
profound difference, for instance, of the contentment level of someone who lives 
on a farm and someone who lives in the city.  One Kansas farmer observes, 
"Most city folks I know expect each year to be better than the last. They think it's 
normal to get an annual raise, to earn more this year than you did last year. As a 
farmer, I have good years and bad years. It all depends on rain at the right time, 
dry days for harvest, and no damaging storms. Some years we have more; some 
years we have less."  Now that’s a new perspective!  I wonder how many of us 
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look at life that way.  Can we gratefully accept the fact that life has seasons of 
more and seasons of less and that God weaves all of that together  into all the 
different areas of our lives—our friendships, marriage, career, finances, ministry, 
and spiritual growth?  True godly contentment isn’t determined by how much or 
how little we have at any given time.  

Contentment is the absence of all problems.  Followers of Jesus still struggle with 
this great lie, too.  You can still turn on your Christian radio programs or your 
Christian TV shows and hear people teach and preach that possessing ever 
increasing amounts of money and things are a sign of God’s favor.  Every 
Christian should be well off financially.  Every follower of Jesus should enjoy 
great physical health all of the time.  Every child of God should be immediately 
triumphant over any and every problem, or struggle or temptation that might 
come up in life.  Peel that teaching back layer by layer and at its core you just 
find the same old lie:  contentment is the absence of all problems and God’s job 
description is basically to solve all your problems as soon as possible. 

If that’s true, I don’t know what you do with this man, Paul!  Poor Paul!  He 
lurched from one extreme to the other in life.  One minute he was preaching to 
thousands; the next he was being stoned.  One day he was founding a new 
church, the next day he was in prison for disturbing the peace.  One day he was 
well-fed, the next he had nothing to eat.  One day he had all kinds of friends, the 
next he was deserted by everyone.  One moment he was praised, the next he 
was scorned.  Strange as it may sound, the longer Paul walked with Jesus, the 
more problems and struggles he had.  He writes in another letter, “… We 
patiently endure troubles and hardships and calamities of every kind.  We have 
been beaten, been put in prison, faced angry mobs, worked to exhaustion, 
endured sleepless nights, and gone without food….  We serve God whether 
people honor us or despise us, whether they slander us or praise us. We are 
honest, but they call us impostors.  We are ignored, even though we are well 
known. We live close to death, but we are still alive. We have been beaten, but 
we have not been killed.  Our hearts ache, but we always have joy. We are poor, 
but we give spiritual riches to others. We own nothing, and yet we have 
everything.” (2 Cor 6:4-5, 8-10 NLT)   

If contentment is the absence of all problems in life, then Paul might have been 
the most miserable person to ever walk the Earth.  Paul attracted problems like 
honey attracts bees!  But that’s one of life’s great lies.  Instead, we find in Paul a 
person who in the midst of terrible circumstances seemed to have and to keep 
the most profound contentment.  How is that possible?  I’m convinced it’s the 
secret that Paul reveals in the passage we read today. 

THE SECRET:  CONTENTMENT IS THE PRESENCE OF ALMIGHTY 
RESOURCES. 



 4 

No, Paul didn’t just possess contentment automatically the moment he put his 
trust in Jesus.  Don’t miss what Paul says here:  “…for I have learned to be 
content whatever the circumstances.” (Phil 4:11 NIV)   Paul strikes me as a 
naturally impetuous, ambitious and passionate individual who wasn’t easily 
content with much of anything or anyone including himself.  Sometimes we 
describe a person like that as being “driven.”  Paul was driven!   Paul had to learn 
how to be content just like you and me.  So, you should know that the secret of 
contentment is learned gradually and probably painfully.   

So how and when did Paul grasp this secret that so transformed his life?  It 
probably happened over a long span of time and involved many things.  Perhaps 
the one incident that was most meaningful, however, was something Paul 
referred to in another one of his letters as his “thorn in the flesh.”  No one knows 
what it was exactly – a disease that affected his eyes and sight, epilepsy, a 
particularly powerful temptation.  Apparently God thought it was irrelevant to 
reveal the exact nature of Paul’s “thorn in the flesh.”  Instead, how Paul dealt with 
it and how God taught Paul through it is the real point.  For awhile, all Paul could 
see was the problem.  This “thorn in the flesh” restricted his ministry, it drained 
his energy, it affected his abilities and it was an awful nuisance that plagued him.  
Here’s what Paul says about it.  “Three different times I begged the Lord to take it 
away. Each time he said, ‘My grace is all you need. My power works best in 
weakness.’ So now I am glad to boast about my weaknesses, so that the power 
of Christ can work through me.  That’s why I take pleasure in my weaknesses, 
and in the insults, hardships, persecutions, and troubles that I suffer for Christ. 
For when I am weak, then I am strong.” (2 Cor 12:8-10 NLT). The fact is that you 
need to get to a place where you can honestly say to God, “Your grace is all I 
need.  Your power works best in my weakness.” 

John Stott, a great English pastor, author and godly leader with a worldwide 
ministry, passed away last year.  Way back in 1958, he was leading a university 
outreach in Sydney, Australia. The day before the final meeting, Stott received 
word that his father had passed away. In addition to his grief, Stott was also 
starting to lose his voice.  It was already late afternoon within a few hours of the 
final meeting of the mission, so he didn't feel he could back out of the 
opportunity. He went and asked a few students to gather round him. He asked 
one of them to read that very same scripture passage:  "My grace is all you need. 
My power works best in weakness.”  Then Stott asked them to lay hands on him 
and pray that those verses might be true in his own experience.  Stott had to get 
within half an inch of the microphone when he spoke.  He managed to croak out 
the good news about Jesus. He couldn't exert his personality. He couldn't move.  
He couldn't use any inflections in his voice. He was completely monotone in his 
delivery.  But when the time came to give the invitation, there was an immediate 
response, larger than any other meeting during the mission, as students came 
flocking forward to receive Jesus as Savior and Lord. Stott went back to Australia 
about ten other times in his life after that, and on every occasion, somebody 
came up to him and said, "Do you remember that final meeting at the university 
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back in 1958?" "I jolly well do," Stott replied. "Well," he or she said, "I was 
converted that night." 

That brings us right back to our text this morning.  “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.  I can do everything through him who gives me 
strength.”  (Ph 4:12-13 NLT)  Through Jesus, you’re given a power you would not 
otherwise possess. Through Jesus, you have divine strength.  Through Jesus, 
you can face any condition, any struggle, and any difficult person.  Through 
Jesus, you can conquer any hindrance and any obstacle.  Through Jesus, 
everything is possible and achievable.  That’s the secret!  I know it sounds 
incredibly simple, but Paul lived it out.  Here he is – a brilliant scholar with 
perhaps the finest intellect of his day as well as being Christianity’s greatest 
missionary and evangelist – and he reveals the simplicity of this secret. 
Contentment is not the absence of all problems.  Contentment is the presence of 
almighty resources.  It is Jesus.  It is Jesus.  It is Jesus. 

Brothers and sisters, have you discovered that you can never escape all the 
unpleasant circumstances in this life?  True, many problems we bring on 
ourselves through our own sinfulness and foolishness.  But even if you do 
everything right, problems just have a way of finding you!   Marital struggles, 
hassles with your kids, loneliness, financial instability, unmet goals and dreams, 
severe health problems, friends and family who do such disappointing things, the 
everyday bumps and bruises of life.  You and I will never be problem free this 
side of Heaven.  Scott Peck, a psychiatrist and author, suggests that all mental 
illness can be traced back ultimately to an unwillingness to just face and deal 
with the struggles and suffering of life.  We avoid problems, we deny problems, 
we try and escape problems – everything and anything but face them in the 
power of the risen Jesus.  But contentment is found not in the absence of all 
problems but in the presence of almighty resources. 

Some scholars think that Paul was advocating a Greek philosophy called 
Stoicism in these verses.  Stoicism taught that contentment was an attitude that 
you could achieve through inner self-discipline.  Seneca, a Stoic philosopher, 
wrote, “The happy man is content with his present lot, no matter what it is, and is 
reconciled to his circumstances.”  Another Stoic wrote, “Man should be sufficient 
unto himself for all things, and able, by power of his own will, to resist the force of 
circumstances.”  Is that really Paul’s attitude here?  Was Paul the original 
“rugged individualist” we Americans so admire – independent, tough, self-
sufficient?  Well, what does Paul says?  “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 in want.  I can do everything through him who gives me 
strength.”  (Ph 4:11-13 NLT)  Paul wasn’t self-sufficient.  Paul was Jesus-
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sufficient!  Paul was no Stoic relying on his own inner strength. He was 
completely dependent on the power of the One who lived in and through him.   

If Paul could come and stand here on our platform today, he might say 
something like this to us.  “I’ve learned – slowly but surely – that I can never 
measure God’s love for me by the ruler of all my needs being met or all my 
circumstances being pleasant.  In fact, it seems that the longer I walk with Jesus 
the tougher life gets!  I’m learning that deep, inner contentment can be mine even 
in the midst of this Roman prison, despite attacks on me by fellow believers, 
despite the fact that all my friends have left and I feel terribly alone, and despite 
the fact that this ‘thorn in my flesh’ still bothers me.  My contentment is a gift from 
Jesus.  I’m content in the Lord.  My life is being poured out for Him.  I’m using my 
gifts and abilities for Him.  My weaknesses and faults are being swallowed up in 
His strength and perfection. Yes, my life is this strange mixture of extremes: up 
and down, poverty and prosperity, blessing and persecution.  In all of these 
circumstance of life – both the positive and the negative ones – I’ve learned the 
secret.  Contentment isn’t the absence of problems in my life; it’s the presence of 
almighty resources in my life. There it is as plain as day: the secret of 
contentment.   I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”   Or as 
Jesus said in a verse we looked at earlier – and here’s the whole verse – “‘I have 
told you all this so that you may have peace in me. Here on earth you will have 
many trials and sorrows. But take heart, because I have overcome the world.”  
(John 16:33 NLT)   

Amy Carmichael is one of those people every Christian should know about.  She 
went as a single missionary to India in 1895.  She was so physically frail and 
weak in appearance that the other missionaries estimated that she wouldn’t last 
six months in India.  She lasted 55 years without one furlough.  Her early years of 
ministry were filled with anything but encouragement.  Most of what God gave 
her to do in those early days was hard and bore seemingly little spiritual fruit.  
Then God opened up to her what became her life’s work:  saving young Indian 
girls from a life of forced prostitution in Hindu temples of worship.  Her place of 
ministry – Dohnavur in southern India – became a sanctuary for over 1,000 
children.  In 1931, Amy Carmichael suffered a bad fall in an accident.  She never 
fully recovered and spent most of the next 20 years of her life in bed afflicted with 
arthritis and chronic infections.  But over those 20 years, Amy Carmichael wrote 
some fifteen books that have profoundly blessed thousands of people who want 
to follow Jesus.  Somehow Amy Carmichael found contentment and productivity 
right in the midst of horrendous circumstances.  Like Paul, she learned life’s 
great secret.  Contentment is not the absence of all problems.  Contentment is 
the presence of almighty resources. And in that holy place of discovering those 
almighty resources is joy. 


