OVERCOMING DISCONTENTMENT
Introduction: The Nature of Discontentment
You know how it is with little children, if you are at home reading, studying, or paying bills and have the door wide open, they won't bother you. But if the door is closed, they will stand outside and call for you. They want to know what's going on. They will stand there calling until you answer. Usually, they are not content with your answer; they want to know what you are doing behind that door; they are not content until they see you. There is a natural desire within little children to fuss until they get what they want. They want to control the moment. They are not content until they see you and know why you are out of the picture. There is an element of curiosity. There is insecurity because they are not comfortable with being uninformed and not in control. They want to know and feel content, and if they are not, at times, they can be very discontent and petulant.
Have you ever noticed that no matter how many toys a child has, they are not content until they get the next toy they think they need? When our children wanted a new toy, we might say, "Well, you’ve got a room full of toys you don’t play with now," or, "You have enough toys already." When our children were little, my wise wife would take some of their toys and put them in the attic. Later, after some time away, she would bring them down again. Because the kids hadn’t seen them for a while, they got excited about the “new,” or should I say, “renewed” toys again.
Have you ever been in a store and heard a kid pitch a fit over a toy, combating with their parents, crying louder, protesting harder? Have you ever been in a church nursery with that one toy everyone wants? You may distract them long enough to hide it, and then they find another toy everyone wants. Some kids gather all the toys and stand guard; they don’t want anyone else playing with them. I have seen kids snatch a toy from another child, say, "That’s mine," and drop the other toys they had in their hands. They want what they feel deprived of. They feel deprived! No one had to teach them to be selfish; that came with their fallen nature. No one had to teach them to be discontent; that is part of their fallen nature. Truly, if you want to study human sinful nature comprehensively, take care of a nursery for a while—you’ll get a full view of sinful human nature!
But let’s stop picking on kids and address adults. Adults fall into the trap of discontent because of our fallen, sinful human nature. We have matured, and now our struggle with being content has matured as well. It’s the same attitude of the heart we had as children, but now it has matured into a malaise of disappointment and sometimes despair. The root of discontentment was planted in our fallenness when the very first act of discontentment took root in the Garden of Eden. Discontentment has grown into a vine that has intertwined and affected every part of our lives, revealing itself in every area of our lives. Raising its ugly head up even when we are not usually people who are naturally discontent. 
My wife and I had the privilege of caring for her elderly mother in our home until she went home to be with the Lord at the age of 96. She was truly a beautiful Christian woman who never complained. She was the sweetest person I have ever met and was just like a mother to me. How we loved her! She lived with us for about eight years. A few years into her end-of-life period, she began to change, a definite age factor. She worried; she was not content with living dependent upon us. She wanted independence, but that was impossible. She had no worries or responsibilities; we took full responsibility for her care; we would and did everything we could to serve her in any way possible. She was so worthy of our utmost care and really had no reason to care or be concerned about anything. But as her health and mental capacity left her, she became less content. We would pray with her, read Scripture, write Scripture on a white board we placed in her room, and often talk to her about the Lord’s care and our devotion to her care. By and by, she would slip in and out of contentment and discontentment. Her struggle with discontentment finally came to an end when she breathed her final breath in our home one night. Like my sweet and precious mother-in-law, you may not be known as a discontent person. But the root of discontentment is within everyone's heart and will raise its ugly head in time and in certain circumstances. 
Discontentment takes many forms, including but not limited to work, home life, church, politics, economic status, and life in general. Sometimes it will develop into selfish ambitions, creating jealousy, conceit, and disorder, or any one of the three. (James 3:14-16) Humility then takes a back seat, and our discontentment with life in general will flow out of an attitude of the heart that desires contentment above pleasing God, while we struggle with where we are in life. 
Where we are may not be where we want to be, but we can do something about it. At times, I have spoken to people who were tired of their work. I would suggest finding another job or a change of career. Usually, that didn’t go over very well. They inevitably chose discontentment over change. 
When offered another option, learning to be content in their current state (Philippians 4:11), it was met with the same resistance. Too much effort would be required; besides, they had “tried it before.” Choosing to stay put left only one path forward: a more biblical, heart-level approach to contentment and change. Change is uncomfortable, but change is possible and mandated in Scripture. (See https://christinyoucounseling.com/the-problem-with-change/) 
Adam & Eve Genesis 3:1-6
Someone suggested that this couple’s experience in the garden could be called "Paradise Lost Through Discontentment.” This definitely resonates with the narrative. However, what Adam and Eve gave up by yielding to their desires cost them more than the perfect paradise; they lost more than they thought they would gain. They gave up a perfect relationship with their Creator; everything else lost was collateral damage. Sin entered the world, and its effect was thoroughly comprehensive and total. There was nothing in man’s fallen depravity that was not stained by sin. Man, immediately became self-protective and self-motivated. We see this in Adam and Eve's response to God, which included blame shifting, self-protection, guilt, shame—the list could go on. Leading up to their sin was deception, doubt, desire, discontent—a complex scenario of willful choices manipulated by autonomy, selfish desire, and personal gain.
When Adam finally sinned by choice, the destructive effects of sin immediately drove him into self-protection mode: hiding, blame-shifting, and distancing himself from God. The contrast between his pre-fall sinless state and his immediate depravity created such a stark contrast in his heart that his shame and separation from God stirred every fiber of his emotional being. Indwelling sin created a complexity of unfiltered human emotions and deceitful, sinful heart issues. Sin drove Adam and Eve into erratic emotional responses; their intellect, passions, will, affections, and an innumerable host of consequences rushed over them. Not content with God, they now had to be content with themselves and their decision to sin. It’s hard to imagine how discontentment played out in their minds in a perfect world.
Adam and Eve had it all; they lived in a perfect world as perfect persons. But something was missing; Eve was not focused on what she had. She was focused on what she did not have. Eve focused on the one tree she was forbidden to eat. Not content with every perfect thing surrounding her, she focused on what she lacked, not on what she already had.
Genesis 3:6 says, “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate.” She was not content; she felt that life was not fulfilling or complete unless she partook of the fruit. Their sinful nature caused separation from God and a ripple effect upon their offspring.
“Their son Cain would have never become angry as he did, or lied to God, or killed his brother, apart from the sin of his father and mother. In fact, the ripple effect, or the consequences of their sin, went far beyond even that. Romans 5:12 indicates that all the sin committed by any of the descendants of Adam and Eve (including you and me) can be traced back to Adam and Eve's sin in Genesis 3.”[endnoteRef:1] Romans 5:12 states, “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned.” They are the parents of the human race, and just like them, we all deal with a lack of contentment because of their original discontentment. [1:  Wayne A. Mack. A Fight to the Death: Taking Aim at Sin Within (Strength for Life) Pg 93] 

Too often, we do the same; life is not fulfilling if we think we are deprived of something. At work, at home, and in our personal lives, sin causes our hearts to be discontent. The Genesis account tells us that Eve saw that the “fruit was good for food,” “a delight to the eyes,” and “to be desired to make one wise”—all pointing to the universal New Testament teaching of 1 John 2:15-16. “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride of life—is not from the Father but is from the world.” The lust of the eyes and the flesh, the pride of life, drew Eve into the trap of discontent. What more did she need? She felt she needed something more, something she did not have—a discontent with what she did have, her felt needs.
The Humanistic Trap of "Meeting Needs"
We live in a felt-need society—the concept that “the whole of life is a process of man meeting his needs.” A felt need is what a person thinks they need to satisfy a desire.
Needs-based thinking treats God like a vending machine for our felt needs. If those needs are not met, we turn to our own means of fulfilling personal desires. Contentment results when we are satisfied rather than constantly seeking more or being content with the place God has allowed us to be.
If we exist to satisfy ourselves rather than first desiring to please God, we will never find fulfillment.
When you start with the premise that your needs must be fulfilled first, you will spend your life grasping at straws, and your heart will become deflated and defeated. Our society is on a roller coaster of felt needs, constantly looking for fulfillment outside of pleasing God, leading to highs and lows with no steadiness. The world is in constant flux, where the whole of life is about meeting needs, setting itself on an impossible course. Proverbs 27:20 says, “Sheol and Abaddon are never satisfied, and never satisfied are the eyes of man.”
Where does a person find out what their true needs are? It’s obvious that man won’t stop with food, clothing, possessions, or wealth. Furthermore, who defines needs? Usually the culture does, often in the form of the “American dream,” or wealth, status, and success.
In a world designed to keep you wanting more, true contentment is actually what some refer to as a “glitch in the system.” Man acknowledges that no one is ever really content because there is always something more. Contentment is like a consuming fire; the more you feed it, the longer and hotter it burns. People are compelled by the passion to meet needs. The attitude of people today is anything but satisfied with little when there is so much to get, so much to have.
But those Christians who may not think they are influenced by the world and its system of needs must remember that the heart of needs-based thinking starts within, just as it did with Eve. She desired within before she was drawn outward. The tree did not draw her to fulfill her inner desires, nor did the serpent; she followed her inner desire for personal fulfillment.
Once you pursue the goal of meeting personal needs, you give in to outer influences; everything else promotes that fulfillment and aids the pursuit. Outside fulfillment and personal contentment simply redefine what your needs are.
Why aren’t people content? We become more satisfied with seeking than having. God has given us everything we need for life and godliness (2 Peter 1:3-4), yet we think we need more. Food and clothing are not enough; that is too basic. We want more out of life; the horizontal life we live draws us toward more and more.
Admittedly, some are content with what they have if “more” refers to material belongings or social standing. If “more” refers to development or depth of character, people adjust expectations to match reality as they mature. As we grow older, we know our limitations and become comfortable in our own skin. We stop competing with the world and its pressing expectations. Typically, as you grow older, you no longer experience longing because you have everything you need; you no longer use possessions or status to gauge happiness or contentment.
Faith and family really do take center stage. Age changes our take on contentment, especially for the aged, but that does not mean they never struggled with contentment. Time tempers us; it brings us back to the reality of simplicity, being satisfied with the basics of life and thankful for what we have. Even then, when content, we may still create a subtle desire for something more. That can take many forms. The Bible portrays man fundamentally as a longing being. If that longing is not carefully examined, it will fester into desires for things that don’t matter.
The Biblical Answer: True Contentment
1 Timothy 6:1-10 teaches us important truths about godliness and contentment. The passage begins with instructions to bondservants to honor their masters, emphasizing proper conduct and unity within the body of Christ. Verses 3-5 warn against false teachers who are conceited and crave controversy, causing division. But amid this, verse 6 declares, "But godliness with contentment is great gain." This combination is powerful—godliness coupled with contentment yields great benefit.
Notice it is not just gain but "great gain." This should tug at the heartstrings of our innate desire to want and have more! Man desires more; that is part of our broken condition, as seen with Eve. In this passage, "more" is godliness—godliness with contentment. Great gain is found in pursuing godliness with contentment. You want more? Seek godliness with contentment.
Paul continues in verse 8: "But if we have food and clothing, with these we will be content." He transitions from the spiritual to the material—addressing the inner man’s focus on godliness with contentment and the outer man’s basic needs of food and clothing. Can we live with just these? Yes. Paul brings us down to the basics of both spiritual and material needs. 
Take note of verse 3, where he is warning against false teachers who do “not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness.” They are proud and conceited, without understanding and craving controversy that produces constant friction among God’s people. They are deceived into thinking that their outward version of godliness will bring them religious and social status, even wealth. True godliness was not their agenda; true contentment for them was through the temporal means of social status and what that social status could bring to them materially. 
Paul is saying the exact opposite. When one agrees with and then lives out “the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness," this is true wealth and gain. True wealth is found internally, not externally. True contentment is found internally, not externally. This is a crucial element of contentment: the primary focus of godliness. True inward pursuit and growth in godliness are essential. Being exposed to the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that lends itself to godliness is essential to having the right perspective on outward possessions or economic status. This is how godliness plus contentment equals great gain. The desire to grow spiritually, to pursue godliness as if we had struck gold, fosters within us a sense of satisfaction and contentment with the essentials of life, guarding our hearts from the snare of discontentment.
We live in a highly consumer-oriented society driven by consumption—buying goods, services, and experiences. Society builds upon lifestyle, status, and self-expression, and Christians often buy into this thinking. Driving an older car may not be fashionable; living in a modest home may not be trendy; living without all the things offered in consumer life may seem out of place. Attempting to maintain a single-income household may not provide a new car or gadgets that others take for granted. But it may be best for you and your family. It may cause you to focus more on the biblical teaching of contentment as opposed to the consumer-oriented focus of our society that wants more and more.
Hebrews 13:5 says, "Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, for he has said, 'I will never leave you nor forsake you.'" Contentment is freedom from material possessions and satisfaction in godliness with what we have, being content with God’s presence. “I will never leave you nor forsake you” fits perfectly with “godliness with contentment.” Scripture continually points us back to God and godliness as the source of true contentment.
The Bible not only identifies contentment as a virtue but also commands it. You are to be content with whatever you have—food, clothing, wages—because you understand that an infinitely resourceful God will never leave or forsake you. It is God who makes us content with who we are and what we have. 
The Greek word for contentment in 1 Timothy 6:6 is translated as "sufficiency" in 2 Corinthians 9:8: “And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work.” 
This connects grace, unmerited favor, with complete sufficiency or contentment in all things. We will never be content horizontally until we are fully content spiritually. We often compare ourselves with our circumstances instead of using the measure of godliness. What I mean is that we don’t first see our discontent state as being a lack of godliness or godly thinking on our part; we look outwardly instead of inwardly first, thus we are not content in the state we are in. I can't help but think about how I would respond if someone said to me, “Brad, you are not content because you are not pursuing godliness first. " “Are you saying I am not godly?" “No! It means your heart attitude spiritually needs work.” Contentment is a spiritual issue; it is a work of godliness within one's lifetime. Keep in mind, we will never be content horizontally until we are fully content spiritually. That reminder is what will bring us back from muddling around in the mire of a discontent heart and bring us back on the right track of godliness with contentment.
Paul demonstrates this uniquely in Philippians 4:10-19. Paul rejoices that the Philippians have renewed their concern for him. "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. I can do all things through him who strengthens me." Despite imprisonment, isolation, lack of freedom, and hardship, Paul is content. He is not muddling around in the mire of a discontent heart; he is not brought down by circumstances. He is not competing with the struggle, or he would lose; he is in concert with the struggle. It would be sensible for us to conclude that Paul is saying to himself, “The Lord has allowed this to happen to me; what does He have in store for me to learn?” This is where many falter: when things don’t go as planned or during extended periods of stress. The first thought is not toward God but toward the circumstance. Paul shows how to be content in extreme circumstances because of his first thoughts.
Circumstances Should Never Determine Our Contentment
The story of Paul and Silas in the Philippian jail is found in Acts 16. I can imagine Paul and Silas saying, “We can't get out of this place, so let's worship, pray, and sing to God who allowed us to be here. He was with us on the outside walls of the prison, where we prayed, sang, and worshiped Him in freedom. He surely is with us within the confines of the walls of this prison. He said He will never leave us or forsake us, no matter what, so let's worship Him right now in this prison.” Who does that in this kind of situation? They were in the inner prison, the deepest, darkest part of the dungeon, with their feet clamped into heavy wooden stocks, having been roughed up and, as far as they knew at the time, awaiting pending severe punishment, maybe even death. The passage says that the other prisoners were listening to them. I wonder what the conversation sounded like amongst them. Obviously, Paul and Silas were singing out loud and no doubt praying out loud. Take note as you read this passage against what we have written so far. The circumstances had no bearing on Paul and Silas; they were engaged with worshiping and loving God with all of their heart, mind, soul, and strength, no matter what. (Mark 12:30) They were content because of their first thoughts, a Godward focus.
The greatest thief of contentment is our heart attitude. We crumble under the weight of circumstances, become dissatisfied, lose control, and lose peace by falling victim to circumstances. We are discontent with our situation, so we go to war against it with a heart of discontentment. The inability to change our status worsens discontent’s effect on our hearts; we don’t like reality; we don’t like losing control. Paul faces reality: he is incarcerated and may remain so. What can change is his thinking—his heart attitude. He says, "I’m going to set my heart toward dealing with the circumstances and not cave under it."
In Philippians 4:11 and 12, Paul says, "in whatever situation I am" and "in any and every circumstance, I am the same." A consistent attribute of Paul's faith was steadiness and sameness, reminding me of 1 Corinthians 4:2, “Moreover, it is required of stewards that they be found faithful.” Paul always met this requirement; he was found to be faithful, steady, and constant in every circumstance we read of him throughout the Bible. We really need and should want people in our lives who are stable. Stewardship is life management; a steward manages their life faithfully, with consistency and contentment. (see https://christinyoucounseling.com/life-management-understanding-the-life-principles-of-stewardship/) Granted, it’s not always easy to manage life in the storm; you can’t ignore reality because the ship is rocking, but you must stay afloat. You cannot change reality, so you learn from the circumstances.
Note the phrase “I have learned” in verses 11 and 12. Stop and ask yourself, are you learning to be content, or do you default in the direction of dissatisfaction, unhappiness, and discontentment?
Two different Greek words for learning are used in this chapter:
· Verse 9’s “What you have learned” refers to formal instruction.
· Verse 11’s “I have learned” refers to personal experience.
· Verse 12’s “I have learned the secret” refers to being taught a hidden mystery.
In verse 9, Paul says, "You studied my life like a textbook; now apply the lesson." In verse 11, he says he learned through experience how to be content. This Greek word for “learned” in these two verses means learning through instruction, practice, or experience. A heart attitude of contentment is established by putting our confidence and trust in God, who knows our circumstances. It is confidently exercising our faith in His Word to guide us as we pray to be content. It is learning through experience; it is a growing process that takes us on a journey. As we apply what we are learning in God's Word through life's journey, we are learning to change the attitude of our hearts. We should be practicing contentment as we train our hearts to be content. 1 Timothy 4:7 Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths. Rather train yourself for godliness, 8 for while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come. 
The Greek word in verse 12 is unique, usually used for initiation into pagan mystery religions, secret societies—often painful or intense rituals to receive secret knowledge. Paul likens his learning of contentment to such initiation, brought about by God. Life’s extremes—suffering and abundance—were the “rituals” God used to teach this secret: “I can do all things through him who strengthens me.” This verse is not just a slogan but carries the weight of initiation under hardship.
The classroom of circumstances teaches us to surrender to God’s sovereign control or allow circumstances to control us. It is where we often grow the most. When we change our attitude toward circumstances, we change how we view them, moving toward contentment and learning not to languish in hardship.
Dealing with Reality and Sin’s Effects
Our lesson isn’t about ignoring reality; circumstances are real and present. We don’t claim it is easy—Paul faced harsh conditions. You cannot ignore reality no matter how much you try.
When I was in the Navy, our ship sailed through two hurricanes from the Mediterranean. The sea was wild; the ship tossed like a cork in a bathtub. Things thrashed about; sitting or standing was a challenge. The ship crashed through huge waves; people got seasick; it was hard to sleep or do much while the storm raged. You can’t ignore a storm like that and pretend it’s not happening. You have to deal with it. How you deal with it is the issue.
I am not saying circumstances can’t affect our hearts and minds—that’s almost impossible. What I’m saying is once we survey the situation, we can have a different outlook than what it appears to be. Because we live in a sin-cursed world, sin affects us daily. We don’t have to respond sinfully to sinful situations. Sin affects every aspect of life, and no one escapes its effects. Sometimes we lose sight of sin’s shaping effect because we don’t diligently guard our hearts (Proverbs 4:23). Sin seeps in, and soon our heart's attitude toward circumstances changes. Some may fall into the trap of believing God has dealt them an unfair hand. Pessimism takes root when we leave God out of daily life. At every turn, God says He is there (Hebrews 13:5; Deuteronomy 31:6).
Contentment is a mindset—seeing things God’s way. Paul writes, "I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound." He addresses life’s pendulum swinging between lows and highs. Life is like that, but through patient learning, Paul says, “I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need.” Learning is key; it takes time and various forms. Learning to handle life’s highs and lows is a lifetime classroom. Here our patience runs thin; we want answers, but God knows we haven’t learned all lessons yet. The point is, in everything, I should be content because I am guarding against being controlled by circumstances. I live with the attitude that life’s classroom is permanent until I graduate to heaven. Paul learned to control how he thought about circumstances; he learned to see God in and through them.
Paul’s Hardships and Endurance
When reading about Paul’s life and ministry, he writes with grandeur and glorious truths. Yet, we also read of his great difficulties (2 Corinthians 11):
· Floggings: whipped by Jewish authorities five times (the "forty lashes minus one").
· Beatings: Beaten with rods by Roman authorities on three occasions.
· Stoning: stoned by a mob in Lystra and left for dead, though he survived.
· Imprisonment: years in various Roman prisons, including long stints in Caesarea and Rome.
In the first century, traveling thousands of miles was slow and deadly. Paul’s missionary journeys included many hazards. He survived three shipwrecks. Once, he spent a full night and day drifting in the open sea. He frequently went without sleep, suffered extreme hunger and thirst, and endured cold and nakedness, traversing rugged terrain. Constant danger surrounded him, from bandits, unfriendly, hostile cities, the harshness of the wilderness, and even false brethren. He had a chronic illness that God permitted to keep him humble. Life was not easy for Paul, but in every circumstance, he found God’s grace to be sufficient. (Galatians 4:12-14; 2 Corinthians 12)
Some might think comparing their life to Paul’s is pointless. It might seem I am belittling your struggles by doing so, but that’s not my intention. Paul’s life was unique; perhaps no one endured such hardship for the gospel, at least among those known in Christian history. Many saints have suffered, and some died as martyrs, but our goal isn’t to compare our discontent with Paul’s hardships. Instead, it’s meaningful to understand and appreciate Christians who faced great difficulties for Christ. This encourages reflection on our own circumstances and learning from their endurance. It invites us to consider changing our attitude toward hardship by following their example. This isn’t about comparison but about observing faithful responses to life’s challenges.
Much of our problem with life stems from a heart attitude of discontent, not being content with where God has placed us. We don’t want to grow where we are planted we want to be transplanted. Not being thankful for what we have been given or our station in life. Struggling against those challenges negatively only worsens the burden. Discontentment can fill our minds and cause great harm, and cause us to forget that God is in the circumstances, just as he was with Paul or any of the other characters in the Bible. I would suggest that you do a study on some of those characters and their struggles. Joseph or Daniel may be a good place to start.
The First Step: Right Thinking
The first step in dealing rightly with discontentment is our initial response—how God wants us to think about our circumstances.
Key #1: Confidence in God's Providence
Paul tells the Philippians that God used his imprisonment purposefully to advance the gospel (Philippians 1:12). His response shows a biblical view of God’s providence—personifying God’s sovereignty in life. He knew that times, seasons, and experiences are controlled by a sovereign God.
Discontentment often arises when we want control or realize we lack it. When discontent strikes, our first reaction should be to submit and surrender to what Scripture teaches about God’s sovereignty. Psalm 115:3 states, “Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases.” This truth applies to every aspect of life.
Key #2: Being a Learner
Think about what you can learn from your experiences. Philippians 4:11 says, “I have learned, in whatever situation I am, to be content.” Through many life experiences and God’s provision, Paul learned contentment. Experience with God and purposeful learning in struggles brought contentment. Though Paul often faced necessity, he did not speak out of the despair of the circumstance. He bore trials; they did not distress him or define him. He learned from them and was taught lessons in the school of God’s sovereignty. Often, we avoid discomfort and struggle, but Paul was at peace with God’s providential care.
Learning contentment is not only a virtue but also a command. Scripture exhorts us to be content with wages, food, and clothing and affirms that godliness with contentment is great gain (Luke 3:14; 1 Timothy 6:6-8). The provider of all resources promises never to leave or forsake us (Hebrews 13:5) and to be with us always (Matthew 28:20). We are to learn to be content with bare necessities, free from love of money, knowing God is present and knows our every need. 
Interestingly, the Greek word for “contentment” in 1 Timothy 6:6 is the same root Paul uses in Philippians 4:11 when he says he has “learned to be content.” Contentment is a process of learning; the school and lessons vary. Be mindful of learning contentment from your own lessons. Romans 8:28 and 29 remind us of something. “And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.” This passage reminds us that the things that are working together for good are the things that are conforming us into the image of Jesus Christ. This is God’s eternal pre-ordained purpose for us. This is where total contentment is found.
Key #3: The Power of Christ—Paul’s Secret to Contentment
Philippians 4:12: “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.” Paul explains that the secret to contentment is knowing how to be content in all circumstances, from deprivation to abundance. He describes contentment as a point reached through living across life’s full range.
The English word “learned” appears three times in this chapter. The Greek words for verses 9 and 11 are from the same root, meaning learning through instruction or practice—education and growth. Verse 12 uses a unique word, often used for initiation into pagan mystery religions or secret societies, implying a private, often painful ritual to receive secret knowledge. Paul contrasts this initiation with the secret revealed in Christ. His contentment was not just classroom knowledge but a secret learned through personal experience and hardship as well. The conclusion: “I can do all things through him who strengthens me.” This verse is a weighty truth born through hard initiation.
Reading Philippians chapter 4 with verse 13 in mind reveals Christ’s strength, enabling Paul to:
· Stand firm in the Lord (v.1).
· Be agreeable in disagreeable situations (v.2).
· Rejoice constantly (v.4).
· Be gentle (v.5).
· Avoid anxiety (v.6).
· Experience God’s peace (v.7).
· Think biblically (v.8).
· Learn and apply biblical truths (v.9).
· Be content in all circumstances (vv. 11-13).
Contentment is sufficiency and reliance on Christ, the power working in us, in the new person we are in Christ. (Galatians 2:20, 2 Corinthians 5:17) Verse 19 adds, “And my God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.” Contentment is more than a human virtue; it is based on God’s sufficiency through Jesus Christ to provide those means. Paul explains that this provision met his needs and will meet theirs. We are included my friend, memorizing these verses will help you to put on contentment.
Applying Paul’s Example
Paul sets an example of contentment and spiritual stability. Many give up, feeling stuck in unchanging or difficult circumstances. They acknowledge the passage but feel bogged down by the present. Yet God always works inwardly first. He may or may not change circumstances, but He changes our hearts and responses, conforming us to Christ’s image regardless.
True joy is not from outward change but from a paradigm shift in thinking—from heart-level assumptions, concepts, and actions. The heart controls thoughts, behavior, speech, and actions. James 4:2 speaks of desires that motivate behavior—pleasures within causing actions without. At any moment, we act according to our heart’s intentions.
Change happens at the heart level by renewing the mind through God’s Word and the Spirit’s power (Romans 12:1-2; Ephesians 4:22-24). A heart attitude of contentment brings happiness (Philippians 4:4) and peace through prayer and right thinking (Philippians 4:6-8), even when circumstances remain unchanged. Paul’s circumstances didn’t change—he was still imprisoned—yet his heart avoided discontentment. He learned contentment by trusting God’s will and Christ’s power.
How could Paul say, “Rejoice in the Lord always,” or think on whatever is true, honorable, just, pure, lovely, commendable, excellent, or worthy of praise, while imprisoned? He disciplined his mind toward godly thinking. Grace should push us toward biblical thinking intuitively. God’s kindness toward us becomes our shaping influence, our first thought, our primary response—habitual contentment from the heart.
Conclusion and Life Application Principles
Contentment is an attitude of the heart—the inner man’s response to life. The heart—the core of our being—houses motives, desires, and will, determining how we respond. Internal responses shape outward behavior (Proverbs 4:23). Attitude is how we think in response to something. If we don’t guard our hearts, discontentment overtakes us and controls our thinking.
Often, people assume contentment means no problems. That is false. True contentment is found in Christ. The “secret” is that we “can do all things through him who strengthens me.” Contentment is finding satisfaction in Christ despite challenging situations that tempt discontent.
Practical Steps to Contentment
1. Take Inventory of God's Goodness. Just as Eve lost sight of all that God saw as good, we too easily lose sight of what God has already given us. This week, make a list of everything God has given you—not just material things, but relationships, first with Him and then with others. Thank Him for your health, even if diminished. Thank Him for life, for your life in Christ, and for eternal life that will one day relieve you of all health. Thank Him for life opportunities and spiritual blessings. When tempted to focus on what you lack, pull out this list and remind yourself of God’s abundant provision. Pray over it and ask God to change your heart to be more content.
2. Identify Where and Why You Fall into Discontent. What do you focus on that you think you lack? What do you feel deprived of? A different job? Circumstance? Money? Family? Church? Body? Personality?
3. Stop Allowing Self-Imposed Needs to Define You. Culture constantly redefines what you “need” to be happy. Social media, ads, status, work, and friends may tell you what you’re missing. These may not be the true cause of your discontentment. Perhaps inner influences—how you view life, yourself, and your relationship with God—are the root. Inner desires can fall into felt-need traps without notice. Ask why you feel this way, honestly bring it before God in prayer, and seek biblical counsel.
4. Practice Satisfaction by Thinking Satisfied Thoughts. Is constant dissatisfaction possible? Likely. Yet even those in dissatisfaction can find moments of satisfaction. Recall how you first found satisfaction in Christ—when you asked Him to save you. Here’s a challenge: choose a day this week to think and write about your salvation and life in Christ. See if you can experience joy and freedom in contentment. If not, consider whether you have a true relationship with Him. You may find that much of what you thought you needed is unnecessary; what you really need is to be wholly content in Christ (Galatians 2:20).
5. Discipline Your Mind Daily as a Living Sacrifice Romans 12:1-2; Philippians 4:8 teach us to think on what is true, honorable, just, pure, lovely, commendable, excellent, worthy of praise. Each morning this week, before checking your phone or starting your day, spend five minutes thinking about such things in your life. Integrate this into prayer. Train your mind to focus on good rather than lack.
6. Cultivate Confidence in God’s Providence. Discontent comes when we try to control what we cannot. Remember, God has allowed it, and we cannot change it. Be content in His purpose. He does what pleases Him and always works to bring us closer (Psalm 115:3). Write down where you try to control outcomes. Surrender each to God’s sovereign plan. Trust His purpose to conform you to Christ’s image (Romans 8:28-29).
7. Memorize the Secret. Commit Philippians 4:11-13 to memory. When discontent arises, recite these verses. Remember, contentment isn’t in changing circumstances—it’s in Christ strengthening you.
Questions for Personal Reflection
1. If honest, what percentage of your life focuses on what you don’t have versus gratitude for what you do?
2. In what area are you most like the child in the nursery—wanting what others have, feeling deprived despite plenty?
3. How would your life change if you truly believed God never leaves or forsakes you? Would that be enough?
4. What “needs” has culture convinced you that the Bible never mentions?
5. Can you say with Paul, “I have learned in whatever situation to be content”? If not, what’s blocking you?
6. Are you more focused on protecting, coveting, or managing resources than trusting God’s provision?
7. Where do you need to apply “I can do all things through him who strengthens me” to find contentment?
Remember: Contentment is both a virtue and a command. God expects you to be content and has given you everything you need through Christ to obey this command. Will you learn this secret? [endnoteRef:2] [2:  You are free to distribute this paper as a homework assignment or use its contents for other useful means, as long as it is not altered, and credit is given to the author, Brad Hilgeman] 
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