Living Above the Circumstances #13

“Coping with Discontentment”

Philippians 4:10-13

We love our new toys…until a newer toy comes along.

Isn’t that the way it works? We’re all excited to have the latest and greatest, but before long something even later and greater is being advertised. As one person lamented, “Are these things really better than the things I already have? Or am I just trained to be dissatisfied with what I have now?”

I believe he’s right. We are trained to be dissatisfied with what we have at the present. Part of that is capitalism: If everybody is content with what they have, they won’t buy new, and our economy comes to a screeching halt. Years ago in a movie entitled Wall Street, an expert in investing made the statement, “Greed is good.” Business runs on appealing to human greed.

Yet dissatisfaction goes deeper than that. A small child is perfectly happy with the toy they have…until he sees another child playing with a different toy. Suddenly the one in the hand means nothing; he must have that one! It is a part of the self-centered nature we are all born with.

The Christian, however, is called to live by a different standard. The Bible says, 

· “The fear of the Lord leads to life: then one rests content, untouched by trouble” (Proverbs 19:23).

· “…be content with your pay” (Luke 3:14). 

· “…if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that” (1 Timothy 6:8).

· “Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have” (Hebrews 13:5).

I realize that sounds un-American, but it’s in the Book! In order to live this way, we will have to go against the flow of our society and our selves. Contentment is commonly defined in terms of general satisfaction with one’s state or condition in life which produces a pleasing, tranquil state of existence.
 But how can we ever hope to pull it off—especially in our culture? The apostle Paul provides us with helpful direction on coping with discontentment in our Scripture text from Philippians 4:10-13,

10 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. 11 I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 12 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. 13 I can do everything through him who gives me strength.

Paul is winding down his letter to the Philippians, and returns to a theme mentioned at the beginning—his gratitude for the assistance provided by the church of Philippi. Many scholars believe that this letter was really one long “thank you note,” and here he gets to his gratitude.

But his appreciation is marked by a bit of apprehension as well. After expressing his thanks in verse 10, he states in verse 11, “I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.” While he was truly grateful for their help, Paul wanted them to know that he had not been waiting impatiently for, or expecting, this expression of their kindness, and still more that he was in no sense dependent upon their goodness and generosity. First and foremost he was dependent upon God, and in that trust he found the secret of contentment.
 In the following verses he shares three steps in that process.

Learning of His Satisfaction

The first step toward contentment is learning of His satisfaction. Three words stand out in verses 11-12 that we must understand if we want to cope with discontentment. The first term is content, mentioned in both verses. “Content” is the translation of the Greek word autarkēs, is found only here in the New Testament.
 This was a favorite word of the Stoics, who believed that man should be sufficient unto himself for all things, and be able, by the power of his own will, to resist the force of circumstances.
 Some define this as “self-sufficient” or “to be independent of external circumstances.”
 This is what the Stoics believed and set as their highest goal in life. They wanted to reach a state of mind in which they were totally independent of all things and all people. The Stoic wanted to reach the point where he needed nothing or no one.

But Paul’s self-sufficiency was not of the Stoic kind. It was Christ-sufficiency. Paul’s independence was not Stoic independence, but dependence upon Christ. He found his sufficiency in Christ. He was independent of circumstances because he was dependent upon Christ.
 As he wrote in 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God.” This is not arrogance—confidence in self—but trust—confidence in God. Paul’s contentment is really self-sufficiency in Christ.

Paul was not the victim of circumstances but the victor over circumstances.
 Life’s changing circumstances no longer had power to touch him, for he was content.
 The Christian should never live under the circumstances, no matter how difficult the circumstances are.
 This is what we mean by living above the circumstances—not that they don’t matter, but that they don’t master us. We cannot control the circumstances of life, but they don’t control us.
 

You see, some people are thermometers. They merely register what is around them. If the situation is tight and pressurized, they register tension and irritability. If it’s stormy, they register worry and fear. If it’s calm, quiet, and comfortable, they register relaxation and peacefulness. Others, however, are thermostats. They regulate the atmosphere. They are the mature change-agents who never let the situation dictate to them.
 That is what Paul is talking about. 

You are probably thinking, I wish I had that “contentment gift.” Wait. It isn’t a gift. That leads us to the second key word here. It is a learned trait. Paul admits that he has developed the ability to accept and to adapt. He wrote, “I have learned to be content.”
 It must be stressed that contentment doesn’t just happen! It has to be learned.

Now you may be tempted to chalk all this up to temperament. But contentment is not genetic. Contentment results from an attitude that is learned, having been deliberately cultivated over time. Attitude governs contentment. Through the power of Christ Paul had learned to encounter a broad spectrum of stressful situations without letting circumstances bring him down. He had learned how to rise above his circumstances. He had learned to live beyond them.

The words “have learned” are in a construction in the Greek that speaks of entrance into a new condition. It is, “I have come to learn.” Also, the “I” is emphatic. It is, “I, for my part, whatever others may feel.”
 Perhaps Paul was also enquiring whether the Philippians (and we ourselves) shared his experience; “I have learned—have you?”
 Contentment is a condition into which all Christians should enter.
 It is the mark of a mature believer, and an objective to be cultivated by all believers who want to grow in Christ.

The verb “learned” means “learned by experience.” This contentment was not something Paul had immediately after he was saved. He had to go through many difficult experiences of life in order to learn how to be content.
 Contentment did not come easily. He purchased it at the price of exacting discipline.
 

Living above our circumstances is not learned in churches or classrooms, but where the action is.
 We may want to receive inner contentment and spiritual adequacy instantly by reading a book, or praying a prayer, or perhaps listening to a sermon, but that is not the way we develop contentment. We learn it by experience. This means we must go through troubles and trials, difficulties and sacrifices, and we must face changes in our lives.

As Christians we may start complaining when times are hard; or we may discipline ourselves to be content, reckoning that we have enough, no matter what. Paul is speaking personally in these verses, and he testifies that “enough” and “contentment” are relative terms—relative to what we feel ourselves to need. There is a discipline of self whereby one does not need more than one has.
 That’s tough in our day and age, but necessary for contentment.

Moving on, in verse 12 Paul repeats, “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.” Except that he is not repeating himself. The niv translates both 11 and 12 as “I have learned…” but in the Greek they are two different expressions.
 The kjv reads, “I am instructed,” but probably the most accurate rendering is found in Young’s Literal Translation, “I have been initiated.” The Greek memyēmai is found only here in the New Testament.
 It was used in the first century in the initiation rites of the pagan mystery religions, literally, “I have been initiated,” or, “I have learned the secret.”
 Elsewhere Paul uses a derivative of this Greek term that means “mystery.” So Paul was saying, “I have been let into the secret; I have been initiated into the mystery.”
 Paul was “a man of unshakeable contentment”
 by learning of His satisfaction.

Leaving to His Sovereignty

A second step in coping with discontentment is leaving to His sovereignty. Paul had come to realize that life is not a series of accidents; it is a series of appointments.
 The Bible does not teach fatalism—that our destiny is set in stone and nothing or no one can change it—but rather that there is a God in Heaven that rules the universe. In old days it was called Providence (and I don’t mean the capital of Rhode Island!)

In this day of scientific achievement, we hear less and less about the providence of God. We sometimes get the idea that the world is a vast natural machine and that even God Himself cannot interrupt the wheels as they are turning. But the Word of God clearly teaches the providential workings of God in nature and in the lives of His people. The word “providence” comes from two Latin words: pro, meaning “before,” and video, meaning “to see.” God’s providence simply means that God sees to it beforehand. It does not mean that God simply knows beforehand, because providence involves much more. It is the working of God in advance to arrange circumstances and situations for the fulfilling of His purposes.
 

The familiar story of Joseph and his brothers illustrates the meaning of providence. Joseph’s brothers sold him as a slave when he was only seventeen years old. He was taken to Egypt, and there God revealed that seven years of famine were coming after seven years of plenty. Joseph was elevated to the position of second ruler in Egypt. After twenty years of separation, Joseph’s brothers were reconciled to him, and he understood what the Lord had done. Notice Joseph’s words in Genesis 45:4-8,

“I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt! And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you. For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and reaping. But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance. So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God.” 

Then, in Genesis 50:20 Joseph concludes, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it all for good. He brought me to this position so I could save the lives of many people” [nlt]. This is the providence of God: His hand ruling and overruling in the affairs of life. 

Paul experienced this divine providence in his life and ministry, and he was able to write in Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”
 No circumstance could ever arise which would be too much for Paul’s God, and therefore no circumstance could ever beat Paul.

Too often we want to fight against the circumstances we face, to try to force them into our favor. Not only is that usually impossible—often our circumstances are out of our control—but it is also wrong. This past week I was listening to a sermon my father preached many years ago entitled, “The Contented Life.” In that message he said, “Fighting circumstances is fighting God, for He is the one that controls our circumstances.”
 I had never thought of it that way, but he’s right. Contentment allows God to be God, to let Him work through whatever circumstances we may find ourselves in. That means we need to be flexible, as Paul states in verse 12, “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.” As Chuck Swindoll puts it, “In the yo-yo of life, it is essential to flex.”
 If we will not flex, we will snap!

Leaning on His Strength

The third step in coping with discontentment is leaning on His strength. Paul concludes in verse 13, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” This verse is often wrenched out of its context. Paul is not claiming to be a kind of superman because he is a Christian and God is on his side. The “everything” in this verse is certainly not unlimited, as if Paul could be read to mean, “I can raise the dead” or “I can walk on water.” Paul’s “everything” is limited to the context. His point is that whatever the circumstances in which he finds himself, whether with the rich and the powerful or with the poor and the powerless, whether preaching with unction to substantial crowds or incarcerated in a filthy prison, he has learned to cast himself on God and to be content. He can do all these things, everything that God assigns him to do, through the one who gives him strength.

Paul isn’t saying he is all-powerful and can do anything he wants. He knows whatever the circumstances may be, he can do what needs to be done within those circumstances. The Living Bible puts it well: “For I can do everything God asks me to with the help of Christ who gives me the strength and power.” 
 I like how The Amplified Bible puts it: “I am self-sufficient in Christ’s sufficiency.” Paul says, “I have learned to be totally confident that I can cope with it through Christ.”
 
As you’re listening to these words, you may find yourself in a situation far less than ideal. Not only has life become difficult and frustrating, it is growing increasingly more miserable by the day. Truth be told, life at this time for you may be borderline unbearable.

The great temptation is to allow that to embitter you—to turn you into someone who lives under a dark cloud, where doom and gloom characterize your outlook. Life’s hard. You live in a situation that resembles a house arrest. You feel chained to your past, unable to escape the restrictive circumstances. Maybe you’ve lived this way so long that negative thinking has become a habit. You can’t imagine thinking any other way.

I’ve got wonderful news: There is hope beyond your circumstances. You can live above them. If a man named Paul could live above his unbelievably trying circumstances, so can you. But Christ must become your central focus. He, alone, can empower you and teach you to live above the duress of adversity. Your external circumstances may not change, but deep within, you will. As Christ is allowed first place in your thoughts, changes will occur. Those changes will be evident to your spouse, your children, your friends, and your co-workers. Instead of seeing yourself as a victim, you will begin to realize a strength that is not your own. The result? You will make a difference because of the way you respond to the circumstances that once defeated you. To the people closest to you, your contentment despite your circumstances will be nothing short of heroic.
 The good life exists only when we stop wanting a better one. The itch for things is a virus draining the soul of contentment.

A Christian can live the contented life by learning, by leaving, and by leaning. By learning to be content in any circumstance and by learning the secret of being content, that God’s grace is sufficient; by leaving all our circumstances in God’s hands and leaving all our worries behind us; and by leaning not on our own understanding, but on the promises of God’s Word.

You may be thinking, Well, that is all well and good, but you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. To which I respond with two reminders:

1. I am not writing to “old dogs.” You are a person who has the capacity to think and to decide. Furthermore, if you are a Christian, you have the power of Christ within you, which means sufficient inner dynamic to effect incredible changes. If you are not a Christian, there is no time like the present to take care of that.

2. I am not teaching “tricks.” The things you are reading are attainable and meaningful techniques that, when applied, can help you break old habits and form new ones. Admittedly the process of change may not come easy, but many have done it and you can too. The real question is not, “Am I able?” but “Am I willing?”

Living above the circumstances does not come naturally, but we have the supernatural power of Christ within us that makes it possible. Our world wants us to be dissatisfied with what we have, but we can learn the secret of being content in any and every circumstance. What a wonderful testimony to others that is!
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