Upgrade your life . . . (No. 1)
Week of Oct. 2, 2011
Open
* 1. On a scale of 1 to 10, how content are you right now? Why?
* 2. What would it take to make you more content? Is that realistic?
* 3. What did you learn about contentment on Sunday?

* 4. What do you see as the price of discontentment?

5. How do you handle the unexpected? 

6. As you look at your life, do you think circumstances are related to contentment? How?

* 7. When was a time you felt contentment in the middle of problems or uncertainty? 

Dig in 
Read Philippians 4: 9-13

* 8. What reasons would Paul have to be discontent?

* 9. What do you know about Paul’s background? Why would his explanation of contentment be powerful?

* 10. Describe the changes in Paul’s financial condition throughout his life. How did he react to those changes?
11. What lesson had Paul learned about contentment?

* 12. What does verse 13 have to do with being content (rather than being the secret to achievement, for instance)?

* 13. How could Paul be so flexible in his approach to life’s circumstances? Is that a personality issue or spiritual issue?

* 14. Based on this passage, what is the “secret” to contentment?
Apply

15. It seems inevitable that our circumstances will affect how we feel, think, and act. How did Paul rise above whatever was happening to him, whether good or bad?

* 16. Many people believe they can only be content once they have reached a certain level of economic prosperity. How does their view differ from Paul's secret of contentment?

* 17. Paul says he “learned” to be content. How do you learn something like that?

* 18. What can you do to develop an attitude of contentment in all circumstances?

Background

From Life Application Bible Notes:

Notes for 4:9

It's not enough to hear or read the Word of God, or even to know it well. We must also put it into practice. How easy it is to listen to a sermon and forget what the preacher said. How easy it is to read the Bible and not think about how to live differently. How easy it is to debate what a passage means and not live out that meaning. Exposure to God's Word is not enough. It must lead to obedience. 

 

Paul is grateful for their gift

Notes for 4:10

In 1Corinthians 9:11-18, Paul wrote that he didn't accept gifts from the Corinthian church because he didn't want to be accused of preaching only to get money. But Paul maintained that it was a church's responsibility to support God's ministers (1Corinthians 9:14). He accepted the Philippians' gift because they gave it willingly and because he was in need. 

 

4:10-14 Are you content in any circumstances you face? Paul knew how to be content whether he had plenty or whether he was in need. The secret was drawing on Christ's power for strength. Do you have great needs, or are you discontented because you don't have what you want? Learn to rely on God's promises and Christ's power to help you be content. If you always want more, ask God to remove that desire and teach you contentment in every circumstance. He will supply all your needs, but in a way that he knows is best for you (see the note on Php 4:19 for more on God supplying our needs). 

 

Notes for 4:12,13

Paul was content because he could see life from God's point of view. He focused on what he was supposed to do, not what he felt he should have. Paul had his priorities straight, and he was grateful for everything God had given him. Paul had detached himself from the nonessentials so that he could concentrate on the eternal. Often the desire for more or better possessions is really a longing to fill an empty place in a person's life. To what are you drawn when you feel empty inside? How can you find true contentment? The answer lies in your perspective, your priorities, and your source of power. 

 

Notes for 4:13

Can we really do everything? The power we receive in union with Christ is sufficient to do his will and to face the challenges that arise from our commitment to doing it. He does not grant us superhuman ability to accomplish anything we can imagine without regard to his interests. As we contend for the faith we will face troubles, pressures, and trials. As they come, ask Christ to strengthen you. 

 

From Bible Background Commentary:

4:9. Teachers often exhorted students to live what they had been taught and to follow the example set by the teacher.

4:10. Letters of friendship, when responding to a friend’s letter, generally opened with a statement of joy about receiving that friend’s letter.

4:11-13. Greek moralists, influenced by Stoic thought, praised those who could be content with little as well as with much. (Cynics went so far as to prove their contentment in little by making certain that was all they ever had.) It was said that the wise man needed no one but himself and was completely independent. But although Paul uses the language of contentment in all circumstances (being able to do “all things,” as in Phil. 4:13) common among Stoic philosophers and others, the idea of persevering and enduring for God’s sake was commonly lived out by the Old Testament prophets, Jewish martyrs and other servants of God.

Paul’s “abundance” (NASB) would have been meager and simple by modern standards; artisans were better off than the poor, but far below the standard of living enjoyed by the modern Western middle class or by the well-to-do of antiquity. (“Moderation”—seeking a mean between two extremes—was central to most Greek discussions of virtue, especially in Aristotle; it also appears in Diaspora Jewish ethics. But Paul nowhere seeks such a mean; like the best of Greek philosophers, he can live in any situation. His language is thus Stoic-Cynic rather than Peripatetic [Aristotelian]. Unlike such philosophers, who depended only on themselves, however, he is “self-sufficient” only by virtue of Christ, who works in him.)

From Bible Knowledge Commentary:

2. Doing Worthy Deeds (4:9)

4:9. The Christian life involves proper thinking (v. 8), but it also includes doing righteous deeds.

Since the Philippians knew Paul well, he could ask them to follow his example. They had learned... received and heard from him, and they had even seen the apostle’s conduct. As they put these things (from Paul’s teaching and living) into practice, they would enjoy the presence of the God of peace (cf. “the peace of God,” v. 7).

4:10-13. Paul’s heart was made glad (I rejoice greatly in the Lord) because of the continued interest the Philippian Christians showed in him. They had not forgotten him; through them God had met his needs. Even before they sent Epaphroditus they were concerned but had no opportunity to show it.
Paul did not beg God’s people to help him in his work. He just placed the need before them and trusted God to meet it. Too, he had learned the lesson of contentment. Changing circumstances did not affect the inner contentment he enjoyed. The word content (autarkēs) means “self-sufficient.” The Stoics used this word (which occurs only here in the NT) to mean human self-reliance and fortitude, a calm acceptance of life’s pressures. But Paul used it to refer to a divinely bestowed sufficiency, whatever the circumstances.
At times Paul experienced definite financial and material needs, and at other times he had an abundance (v. 12). He learned how to cope with both need and plenty. The words I have learned the secret translate memyēmai (from myeō), which occurs only here in the New Testament. In the mystery religions it was a technical term meaning “to initiate (into the mysteries).” Paul used it here to suggest a kind of “initiation” (by his experiences) into being content when either well fed or hungry, and either in plenty or in want.
Paul said he could do everything—including handling poverty and living in abundance—through Him who gave him strength. This was not an expression of pride in his own abilities but a declaration of the strength provided by Christ.

