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POWER OF CONTENTMENT 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

Text: Philippians 4:11b,13. “For I have learned in whatsoever state I am, therein to be content.” 
“I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” 

My text for this morning from Paul’s letter to the Philippians reads: “for I have learned in 
whatsoever state I am, therein to be content”. This is an interesting statement coming from Paul, 
and when we consider his character, a surprising one, for Paul was always so eager to change the 
situations in which he found himself through his tremendous missionary zeal. This statement, “I 
have learned in whatsoever state I am, therein to be content”, seems strange from the pen of Paul, 
because it is easily misunderstood when we read it out of its context, and indicates perhaps too 
casual and easygoing an attitude to fit the character of Paul, as we know him. To be content in 
whatever situation he finds himself sounds too much like self-complacence, too much like a 
foolish, unthinking type of contentment which is blind to outside conditions and feeds only on 
self-satisfaction. In such a way I suppose an oyster is content in whatever pool he finds himself 
because he seems to be so oblivious to what goes on outside his shell; perhaps we have 
something like this in mind when we use the expression, “happy as a clam”. But this can hardly 
be the attitude of Paul, for this is completely foreign to the man who traveled all over the Roman 
Empire laboring to establish churches of Christ. If we look at the statement again, we might find 
in it a different emphasis. Perhaps Paul means that no matter how one labors he cannot remake or 
reform the conditions about him, so that one might better be content with what comes rather than 
struggle vainly against fate. This text has often been used to support such a fatalistic attitude, to 
show that what is to be is to be and we might better be content with what comes our way. But if 
we think of the character of Paul again, we see that this attitude is even more out of keeping with 
the dynamic quality of Paul’s spirit, a spirit which struggled stubbornly against all difficulties 
which constantly surrounded his endeavors. Paul was never the man to accept passively 
difficulties which threatened to thwart his work. 

We can find the key to the meaning of the text if we read it in the context of the whole chapter in 
which it is found. This really is the only way to understand a single text in the Bible. It is 
dangerous to pull out a sentence and make it apply as a general rule when it was written to apply 
to a specific situation. By such tactics the Bible can be made to prove anything, and its message 
is often distorted. For example there is the story, probably apocryphal, of the eager Bible student 
who announced triumphantly to his minister that he found a verse in the Bible which predicted 
tire rationing. It turned out that he had picked out a passage in Isaiah which read: “in that day the 
Lord will take away their round tires like the moon”. But in addition to making the mistake of 
pulling a part of a verse out of its context, this person made the further mistake of neglecting to 
examine the meaning of the words, for tires as we know them were unknown in the days of the 
Hebrews; the word translated tire really means a sort of head ornament. 

If we examine the situation in which Paul wrote this thought, “I have learned in whatsoever state 
I am therein to be content,” we can better understand his meaning. This letter to the Philippians 
was written, as its first chapter indicates, when Paul was a prisoner, probably at Rome soon 



2 

 

before his death at the hands of the Roman State. It is a serious situation in which he finds 
himself, for he indicates his fears that he will soon meet death although he hopes to be able to 
continue his work. This is not the situation which would give rise to a foolishly optimistic 
attitude of blind contentment. He had not only the fear of his own death in the near future, but 
the more immediate worry of providing for himself while in chains, for in those days prisons did 
not care for the wants of the imprisoned, but these were dependent upon friends from the outside 
to feed and clothe them. The letter shows that the church at Philippi having learned of Paul’s 
situation had dispatched help to him and Paul was writing his thanks, and describing his 
condition. He tells his friends not to worry for he has learned to get along in bad situations as 
well as good ones, and that he knows how to endure hunger and want as well as enjoy good 
things. This is what he means when he says, “I have learned in whatsoever state I am in therein 
to be content”. The word translated content would be more accurately translated self-sufficient; 
and the verse indicates that Paul has learned how to face any difficulty with a calm serenity of 
mind, for he has a power which makes him self-sufficient to overcome the hardships which are 
before him. And he tells us the source of this power, for he adds, “I can do all things through 
Christ which strengtheneth me.” The power of Christ working as an inspiration and ideal in the 
mind of Paul gave him that enviable serenity of mind even in the face of death, a serenity so 
sublime that it might be confused with self-satisfaction or unthinking contentment, if we did not 
know the situation in which these powerful words were written. Paul’s contentment comes not 
because he is blind to trials and hardships; these are all too real to him; but he can develop that 
serene contentment because he senses a power from God which is stronger that any hardship he 
must face, and thus can cheerfully meet any situation. This is the mood of Christian confidence 
and courage, the triumphant spirit which Jesus taught and promised when he said, “1 have come 
to that they might have life, and have it more abundantly.” 

As we think of this tremendous expression of faith which Paul writes in the midst of the gravest 
dangers and hardship, we are inspired and encouraged as we see the power of this Christian faith 
in his life and see what it can do. And when we think of his statement of contentment, we find 
important lessons which can teach us today how to acquire that serenity which is so rare in the 
hectic days of our modern age. “I have learned,” says Paul, “in whatsoever state I am, therein to 
be content.” First of all, Paul points out the uselessness of complaining against circumstance. 
Instead of bemoaning the unfortunate conditions in which he found himself, as might reasonably 
be expected from a vigorous man unjustly imprisoned, Paul shows his willingness to accept even 
this condition and make the most out of it. This is not a mere passive acceptance of hardship, but 
a positive attitude to face his difficulties and meet them, for he feels a power within him which 
will strengthen him, the power of Christ which enables him to do all things. So often we are 
tempted to exert all our energies in complaining about the things that happen to us or the 
conditions we find ourselves in. When the situation in which we find ourselves does not please 
us, we are all too likely to complain especially when it does not seem to offer any chance of 
change. This is a natural reaction, I suppose, but it is not the ideal one; it is not the reaction of a 
man like Paul who feels within him a fire which ever keeps burning the gleam of hope. The 
proper attitude, as indicated by our text, is to accept the situation in which one finds himself 
instead of rebelling against it, not with the hopeless attitude of fatalism, but with a confident 
attitude of accepting a challenge, and seeing what can be done with the situation at hand. This is 
so much more sensible than wasting one’s energies in rebelling against conditions as we are 
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tempted to do, for no amount of complaint can ever change the conditions. When Margaret 
Fuller exclaimed “I accept the universe”, in the hearing of Carlyle, the great Scots thinker, his 
somewhat sour retort was, “Gad! she’d better!” All of us had better accept the universe; that is 
the only way we can adjust ourselves to it, and yet it seems hard for us to do at times. 

But if this seems hard for us, consider the impressive way in which handicapped men and. 
women have accepted the universe as they see it, and yet with an indomitable will and hope have 
moved on to make the most of their lives in spite of their handicaps. Alec Templeton has 
entertained millions over the radio and in concert halls with his brilliant piano playing and 
whimsical humor. He has been stone blind from birth. Theodore Roosevelt trained himself from 
a sickly youth to a vigorous and active man, and the famous Roosevelt of our day has served a 
long career in spite of the handicap of infantile paralysis. Many a man has found himself a failure 
in some line of work, but has overcome his failure by success in another direction. Thus 
Tschaikovsky was an unsuccessful 1awyer before he turned to composing music. When we see 
such success stories of the human spirit in the face of trial, handicap and hardship, and see how 
the human spirit can turn a minus into a plus, a debit into a credit, a handicap into a talent, we 
realize the reason behind Paul’s statement that he could be content in whatever state he was in. 
For the human spirit can call upon a power which will strengthen it, the power of Christ which, 
as we consider the incredible feats of the inspired human spirit, we would agree with Paul 
accomplishes all things, no matter how difficult they would appear. When we see the cheerful, 
serene contentment in those who have every reason to express resentment, cynicism, or self-pity, 
because of the trying situations and hardships they must face, we must consider seriously the 
power which lies in a calm acceptance of things as they come coupled with the hope and 
determination to make the best of the conditions. The serenity and contentment Paul expressed 
les in finding the power from God which is ever at hand to help his children in their tasks. It can 
never be found by complaining at circumstance. John Milton expresses this same thought in his 
great sonnet on his blindness. Here was a man who might well bemoan his fate, for his whole life 
was wrapped up in books and learning, and his eyes were denied the light to explore them. But 
instead of complaining, he writes: 

“When I consider how my light is spent, 
E’re half my days, in this dark world and wide, 
And that one Talent that is death to hide, 
Lodg’d with me useless, -though my soul more bent 
To serve therewith my Maker, and present 
my true Account, least he returning chide, 
Doth God exact day-labor, light denied, 
I fondly ask? But patience to prevent 
That murmur, soon replies, God doth not need 
Either man’s work or his own gifts, who best 
Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His State 
Is Kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed 
And post o’er land and ocean without rest: 
They also serve who only stand and waite.” 
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This is the lesson we find in Paul’s attitude: accept what comes without rebelling, for God will 
give you a power to make the best of even the most hopeless situation, and with His power you 
will find the serenity of a contentment that contains power. 

Again, in contrast to the calm confidence in the power of God of Paul we find in ourselves a 
tendency to wish vainly for changed conditions, when we are facing difficulties, instead of 
realizing our responsibility and duty to work for what we desire. Paul did not accomplish his 
ideal and desire to spread the gospel of Christ just by wishing for the condition he wanted. Nor 
does the handicapped person overcome his liability by wishing for freedom from his trouble. 
When Demosthenes wanted to be an orator and help his people as a leader in difficult times, he 
did not sit back and idly wish for oratorical ability to replace his painful stammer. According to 
tradition he put pebbles in his mouth and practiced declaiming to the noise of the waves at the 
seashore until he became one of the greatest orators in that nation of great speakers. His obstacle 
became an incentive to him to labor to overcome it, for he felt a power greater than the obstacle 
facing him. God works with man to bring about that which is good, but man must work with God 
if he expects God to work with him. It is not enough to dream of the ideal condition to wish for 
things. The world is geared in such a way that we must labor to possess the things we would 
have. [vain wishing] The serene power of contentment comes when man feels the spirit of God 
under girding him and inspiring him to face his situation and be victorious over it. 

Perhaps the greatest enemy of this spirit of serene contentment is the sense of fear and 
hopelessness that comes over us when we seem to be swimming in a sea of troubles, when we 
feel like Jacob who in the midst of his troubles complained, “All things are against me.” Fear is a 
paralyzing force when it gets out of hand and prevents us from any action to save ourselves. Fear 
freezes the field mouse and makes him an easy prey to the snake. And yet fear can be a spur to 
greater effort; a deer is never so fleet as when it is startled by a noise and goes crashing through 
the woods with its white flag up. Fear can be a useful impulse, for in reality it is nature’s way of 
giving her creatures added strength in times of crisis. But when this fear turns to hopelessness it 
defeats its purpose. It is impossible at times to be rid of fear, but if this can be merged into a 
higher ideal so that it is submerged in a determination to action, it can be useful. One of 
Lincoln’s stories describes two soldiers charging side by side in a battle of the Civil War. One of 
them remarked to the other, “You’re as white as a ghost. You must be afraid.” And the other 
said, “Yes, I am, and if you were half as afraid you would have run long ago.” Fear in such 
situations is never eliminated entirely. Paul must have had ample opportunity to taste fear in his 
work when he was opposed and persecuted so frequently. But the fear made no difference; his 
ideal was so great that the fear could not destroy it, but acted as a spur to greater endeavor as it 
became submerged in the dominant purpose. This fear and hopelessness, as all other obstacles 
can be conquered by devotion to a cause, by centering interest upon something outside oneself, 
for it is in the self that fear is victorious. With the power of God to strengthen you, and an ideal 
of action to follow, the fear will be forgotten and hopelessness disappear. 

Paul’s contentment would not have been possible if it were not for the power he felt from God 
which inspired him and gave him courage. “I can do all things through Christ which 
strengtheneth me”, is his confident attitude. And the secret of such an attitude of serene 
confidence and sense of power lies in religious faith. It makes all the difference in the world in 



5 

 

our attitudes what we put first in our lives. We must group our thoughts and our values about 
something which we consider of supreme value, and by orienting our lives around this center 
find a direction and a purpose and a power for our lives. There is no doubt what Paul put first in 
his life; his devotion to Christ and the cause of the Christian faith was the dominating ideal in his 
mind to such an extent that he counted all his hardships as nothing compared to the joy and 
power he felt in serving this ideal. That is why he could write the Philippians as he did; for the 
power of Christ within him did indeed strengthen him and inspire him that all things were 
possible with this power. The ideal is so great; the devotion to it so sincere, that Paul can identify 
himself with the ideal by serving it, and know that it will never fail him. 

So much depends on one’s faith, on his devotion to the ideal, for as we change our opinion of 
ourselves by the aid of some faith or ideal as a standard, we change ourselves in accordance with 
that ideal or faith. That is why we must consider the list of values carefully and stake our 
salvation on the truest and the noblest. It is true that we can measure ourselves according to 
materialistic yardsticks, and estimate ourselves as a collection of elements ready to decompose, 
but we may also think of ourselves as children of God. What a difference our opinion of 
ourselves and our destinies are under the two standards and ideals. Let us with Paul pledge our 
allegiance to this noblest ideal as embodied in the figure of Christ, and with him to strengthen us, 
be able to face any situation with the power of contentment. 

 


