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This is the second sermon on the Tenth Commandment, and it will be 

the last one in this series on the Ten Commandments. I have enjoyed 

the opportunity to dig into these commandments and I hope that you 

have found it helpful. But we’ve come to the end and our subject this 

evening is contentment and that I think is a fitting way to end a study on 

the Ten Commandments. The truth that underlies all of the 

commandments is that they are God’s guide for the best possible way 

to live. We could also say that keeping them is the way to a full and 

satisfying life and so they are the way to contentment.  

Contentment is what is required in the Tenth Commandment. The Tenth 

Commandment forbids coveting and coveting is essentially 

discontentment – not being satisfied with the life that God has given us. 

And so the positive requirement is contentment. Instead of coveting our 

neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey or 

anything else that is our neighbors, we are to be content with the 

circumstances that God has given us and with the stuff that God has 

given us.  

It speaks to God’s goodness that he commands us to be content for 

contentment is a very good thing. This is something that we all long for. 

It is a universal human longing to experience contentment. So it is a 

wonderful thing to consider that God’s goal for his people is that they 

be content. It is a wonderful reflection of God’s goodness and love that 

living how he wants us to live is the way to live a life of joy, satisfaction 



and contentment. There are many human rulers and bosses who want 

others to serve them, but have little concern for the joy and satisfaction 

of those under them, but God is the opposite of that. God wants to be 

served and obeyed and glorified, but the wonderful thing is he has 

designed things so that serving, obeying and glorifying him is also the 

way of joy, satisfaction and contentment. What a blessing it is to belong 

to such a God! 

We saw last time that coveting has to do with disordered desires. It is 

desiring things that are off limits to us, or it is desires for legitimate 

things that are too strong. Many of the desires that we have are 

legitimate desires, but they become covetous desires when they assume 

too great of an importance in our lives. Contentment therefore has to 

do with having our desires ordered according to the priorities of the 

word of God. Our strongest desires are to be for the most important 

things and no desire may outstrip the importance and significance of 

the thing desired.  

Jesus’ summary of the Ten Commandments is helpful for the ordering of 

our desires, because it tells us what we are to love. We are to love God 

with all our hearts. We are to love our neighbors as ourselves. So our 

strongest desire is to be for God – which means enjoying worshiping 

him and fellowship with him and pleasing him. We are to love our 

neighbor as much as we love ourselves – which means that we are to 

desire the wellbeing of our neighbor as well as our own wellbeing. 

Clearly our desires are not to center on the satisfying of our own wants. 

Well-ordered desires will prioritize God and neighbor appropriately 

according to the word of God. And that is the secret of contentment 

according to the word of God. 

Now the passage in the Bible that deals most extensively with 

contentment is Philippians 4:10-13 and that will be our focus in this 

sermon. Paul was in prison when he wrote his epistle to the Philippians. 

When you were in prison in the ancient world, the prison system did not 

supply your needs. You needed family or friends to supply your needs. 

In this passage, Paul is thanking the Philippians for a gift that they had 

sent to him. That is the context for his comments about contentment. 

So verse 10 says, “I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at length you 



have revived your concern for me. You were indeed concerned for me, 

but you had no opportunity.”  

But Paul wants it to be known that while their gift was a welcome help 

and he certainly appreciated it, his needs had been met before he had 

received their gift. In verse 11 he says, “Not that I am speaking of being 

in need…” This is interesting. When Paul received the gift from the 

Philippians, he “rejoiced greatly in the Lord.” No doubt what he received 

from them was very welcome and would make his life a lot easier and 

more pleasant. But at the same time he wanted them to know that he 

had not been in need. Paul makes a distinction here between having his 

needs met and great rejoicing because of the gift the Philippians had 

sent him. Some of that rejoicing was because he was happy to see the 

spiritual fruit on the part of the Philippians. But no doubt part of that 

rejoicing was because their gift would make his life easier and more 

pleasant.  

We can see here an important distinction between needs and blessings 

that go above and beyond needs. There is no problem with rejoicing in 

God’s gifts that go above and beyond our needs. But the whole biblical 

concern for contentment has to do with being satisfied if our needs are 

met and not having inordinate desires for things that may be welcome, 

but do not qualify as needs. We see this point in Jesus’ instruction in the 

Lord’s Prayer where he tells us to pray that our Father will give us this 

day our daily bread. We are to pray that God will supply our needs and 

we are not to be overly concerned about having all our wants met. We 

are told to pray for our needs. 

We see the same thing in Paul instruction concerning money in 1 

Timothy 6:8 where Paul says, “But if we have food and clothing, with 

these we will be content.” This is what Paul was modeling in Philippians 

4. Before the Philippians had sent him their gift, he had food and 

clothing and so he was content. At the same time he appreciated and 

was thankful for the gift that would presumably increase the quality of 

his food and clothing and perhaps enable him to buy the odd thing that 

he desired but did not really need.  

What Paul says next in our text is some of the most helpful instruction 

in the Bible on contentment. “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.”  

So contentment should not be determined by our circumstances. Paul is 

saying that he has learned to be content in any and every circumstance. 

This contentment that Paul is talking about is not rooted in 

circumstances. Paul was in prison when he wrote these words. It is 

never desirable to be in prison. And no doubt, it is more difficult if we 

are in prison unjustly as Paul was. Paul was not in prison for murder or 

stealing or anything that he had done wrong. He was in prison for 

preaching the gospel. He was in prison because of his obedience to the 

LORD. Paul was not perfect, but he was an example of uncommon zeal 

for the Lord and for that he ended up in prison. And yet he is content. 

He was happy. He was satisfied with his situation. He did not have an 

inordinate desire to be free. No doubt he desired to be free, but his 

desire to be free was not so overwhelming that he could not be happy 

and thankful for his life and for God’s blessing in his life as it was. 

To be content is to be satisfied. For Christians it is to be thankful to the 

Lord for all that he has given us and not to be excessively concerned 

with what we might like to have but do not have. This does not mean 

that we may have no desires for things that we do not have. It is hard to 

imagine being alive without having desires for things that you do not yet 

have. But these desires are not to be too strong. They are not to 

dominate our lives. And when that is the case, we can be satisfied what 

God has given us thus far in life and thankful to God for whatever 

blessings God has been pleased to grant to us in his providence.  

And clearly this is required of us even if our circumstances are less than 

ideal. Paul was in prison when he wrote these key words in Scripture 

about contentment. That was not Paul’s first choice. Before Paul was 

put in prison, he did not live his life with a burning desire to be arrested 

and incarcerated. Indeed being in prison was a form of suffering for the 

sake of the gospel. And yet he was content. This helps us to see that the 

biblical call to contentment includes being thankful and satisfied even if 

we are suffering – and even if our life is not where we would like it to 



be. We are to be thankful and satisfied even if many of our wants are 

not being met. 

Now one of the most helpful things about Paul’s instruction in these 

verses is his testimony that contentment is something that he had 

learned. This teaches us that contentment does not just happen to us – 

rather it is something that we must learn – so it takes effort on our part. 

But at the same time, Paul saying that he learned contentment gives us 

hope that we can learn to be content as well. Contentment is not 

something that happens without any effort on your part; it is something 

that you can learn. Furthermore, Jesus enables his followers to do this 

learning. Paul says in verse 13 “I can do all things through him who 

strengthens me.” 

So we can learn to be content through Jesus who strengthens us. That 

reminds us that this is not something that we can achieve on our own. 

We cannot be content, in a Christian sense, apart from the strength that 

we receive from Jesus through the Holy Spirit. Contentment is part of 

Christian obedience and Christian obedience is always empowered 

through the Holy Spirit. There is always something supernatural about 

it. This is a huge part of the good news – that learning to live as we are 

meant to live for the glory of God and for our profound joy and 

satisfaction is not impossible. It is impossible in our own strength, but 

through God’s provision in Christ we are not limited to our own 

strength. We are supernaturally strengthened to make progress in the 

life-long task of learning to live the life that is true life to the glory of 

God. 

But it takes effort on our part. In order to be content in a way that is 

pleasing to God, we must do what it takes to learn to be content even 

when we must live with disappointments in life, as we all do. Paul’s 

example here is a great encouragement – because he was dealing with a 

rather big disappointment because he was in a prison, and yet he was 

content. He was in prison and he was content. That is quite an 

inspiration for us. It shows us that it is possible to have very great 

disappointments in our lives and still be content.  

So how do we learn contentment? Well Paul gives us some hints in 

these verses. His contentment was not based on his circumstances. He 



had learned to be content in “any and every circumstance.” He had 

learned to be content “in whatever situation” he was in. So his sense of 

wellbeing was rooted in something other than his circumstances. His 

sense of wellbeing was rooted in something did not change even when 

his circumstances changed.  

Paul gives us a hint of what this something was in these verses. In verse 

10 he says, “I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at length you have 

revived your concern for me.” So when Paul received the gift from the 

Philippians, he rejoiced, but he is careful to say that he “rejoiced in the 

Lord greatly.” His joy was not in the gift considered in itself, but in the 

gift as a blessing of the Lord. So Paul is in prison. And he receives a gift 

from the Philippians, and he rejoices in the Lord greatly. The joy is joy 

“in the Lord.”  He rejoices in the Lord’s goodness to him even though he 

is in prison. This is the key to Christian contentment. 

Earlier, in chapter 4:4 he had written, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again 

I will say rejoice.”  He was in prison when he wrote that. He could be 

joyful in the Lord even though he was in prison. Rejoicing in God is 

something that can be done regardless of the external circumstances in 

our lives. This is not something that is automatic or that comes without 

effort on our part, but Paul is teaching us by his example that it is 

something that we can learn “through him who strengthens” us. This is 

quite a remarkable thing. Someone who is in prison and yet rejoicing in 

the Lord is doing something remarkable. It is much more common for 

people to be discontented in difficult circumstances. It is much more 

common for people to grumble when they are in trouble and to be 

unhappy and miserable. It is quite something when we see someone 

who is suffering who is at the same time rejoicing in the Lord. 

But Paul is teaching us here that this is something that we can learn 

through the strength that Jesus provides for his people. It is not 

something that is available to everyone apart from faith in Christ. It is 

interesting that Paul refers to it as a secret. “I have learned the secret of 

facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need.”  It is a secret. A secret 

is something that not everyone knows. It is not common knowledge. 

There is something hidden about it. But it is not unattainable. Paul is 



telling us that it is a secret that can be learned through the 

empowerment of Christ. 

The secret is that we can learn to rejoice in God even in difficult 

circumstances. The secret is that we can be so satisfied in our 

relationship with God that it is possible to be content even if we are 

facing difficulties and disappointments in our lives. The secret is that if 

we have God we have everything we need and if we do not have God 

there is nothing in all the world that can make up for that. The secret is 

that being a child of God is so wonderful that we can learn to be content 

even if we are in prison for the sake of the gospel.  

Paul expresses that secret earlier on in this epistle when he writes in 

1:21, “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.”  If you can say that 

you can learn to be content in every circumstance.  What does Paul 

mean when he says, “For me to live is Christ….” It is an odd expression. 

It’s not the way that we normally talk. But we can understand what he 

means if we think about it. He means something like, “For me life is all 

about Christ.” One commentator writes, “Paul asserts that living has no 

meaning apart from Christ; he is the object, motive, inspiration, and 

goal of all that the apostle does.”  (Peter O’Brian) 

Jesus Christ was the great passion of Paul life. A little later in Philippians 

he writes, “I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”  This is the secret of Paul’s contentment. 

Jesus Christ was more precious to Paul than even this earthly life. That is 

why he could say that “to die is gain.” It was gain for him to die because 

then he would be with Christ and he assures us that that is far better 

than anything that this earthly life has to offer.  

And you see if you have that kind of a passion for Christ, you can learn 

to be content no matter what your circumstances. If your life is about 

knowing Christ and serving Christ and glorifying Christ then you can 

always be content because you can do that in every possible 

circumstance – even death cannot take that away from you. This is the 

secret of contentment. This is the secret of being content whether we 

have plenty or whether we have hunger, whether we have abundance 

or whether we have need. Regardless of the circumstances we can be 



content if knowing, loving, and pleasing Christ is our greatest joy and 

passion. 

How do we get that? Paul was a giant in the faith. Most of us are not 

quite at his level of passion for Christ. But if we are people who have 

been born again, we will have some inkling of what he is talking about 

when he says that for him to live is Christ. Christ will be real to us. There 

will be some love for him for who he is and what he has done for us. We 

will know something of the satisfaction and joy of seeking to please him. 

We will know something of being amazed at his love and his power and 

his goal for this world. And what we need to learn to be content in every 

circumstance is to grow in our love for Christ and our passion for 

pleasing him.  

And we grow through Spirit enabled effort. We grow in love for Christ 

through the means of grace, the word of God, the sacraments and 

prayer. We grow in love for Christ through our fellowship with Christ 

himself and through our fellowship with his other disciples. We grow in 

this over time, but the speed of our growth is very much affected by the 

effort that we put into the relationship. This is one of the things that 

Paul makes very clear.  

Listen to the kind of language that he uses in Philippians 3:13-14 

“Brothers I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I 

do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 

I press on towards the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in 

Christ.”  Paul talks about great effort. That together with the enabling 

grace of the Holy Spirit had brought Paul to the point where he could 

say that he had learned to be content regardless of the circumstances. 

And that is something to consider! 

Knowing Jesus and living to please him is so wonderful – so satisfying – 

so delightful – that it is possible to be content in every circumstance. 

That is something to think about! That is something to aspire to. Life can 

be good and for most of us it is good. But it can be so much better. We 

can know deeper joys and more profound delights and greater 

satisfactions by doing whatever it takes to grow in our love for Christ. 

One thing that this requires is time. Much of this happens inside our 

head – in our minds – in our thoughts. That involves the Word, but it 



also involves thinking. It requires thoughts of Christ and his glory – who 

he is, what he has done, what he is doing, what he will do. It requires 

thoughts of Christ to be welcome in our minds. 

Think of the kinds of thoughts that are welcome in your minds. Think of 

the kinds of thoughts that you only think about when you are forced to. 

If you want the kind of contentment that Paul is speaking about here, 

you will need to welcome thought of Christ into your mind. You can’t 

grow in love for someone if you never think about them. You can’t grow 

in love for someone if you seldom spend time with them. We need 

more than just reading our Bibles. We need to think. We need to dwell 

on. We need to delight in thinking about Jesus and what he has done for 

us and how blessed we are through him and what a thrilling thing it is to 

be part of the cosmic renewal that he is working toward.  

This is the secret of contentment in all circumstance. And this is what 

Paul is telling us that we can learn through Christ who strengthens us. It 

is interesting that Paul speaks of learning contentment in both plenty 

and hunger, abundance and need.  This is very significant. You would 

think that it is easier to be content when we have plenty than when we 

have need. But Paul here is telling us that you have to learn to be 

content in plenty as well as in need. 

And the principle is exactly the same in either case. The principle is that 

contentment does not come from being rich and having lots of things 

and from having many of your wants met. Contentment comes from 

loving and serving and delighting in Christ. And so the challenge is the 

same whether you are rich or whether you are poor, whether you have 

much of what you desire or whether you are doing without many of the 

things you would like to have. The only way that you can be content in 

all circumstances is if Christ is the source of your contentment. If that is 

the case, you can be content even if you are in prison and you can be 

content even if you are rich. The only way to be rich and truly content is 

if your contentment is not based on your riches, but in Christ.  

So we come to the end of our study of the Ten Commandments. The 

Ten Commandments are the way of contentment. God is the kind of 

God who seeks what is truly best for his people. And we see that in the 

lengths that he has gone to deliver his people from the way of death 



and place them on the way of life. This is what Jesus came to do. This is 

why Jesus gave his life. So that we would not be crushed under the 

wrath of God because of our guilt, but also so that we might be freed 

from the slavery of sin into the liberty of keeping this law which is the 

way of life and blessing. The law convicts us of our sin. But the purpose 

of that is not that we might despair, but that we may see our need of 

Christ and salvation in him. And one of the great purposes of that 

salvation is that we might know the fullness of life to the glory of God. 

The last part of Psalm 19 is a fitting conclusion for this series. It refers to 

the law. The word law means more than just the Ten Commandments. 

It means Torah which refers to the law in the light of the gospel – the 

law in the context of the bigger picture of the word of God. And that is 

what we have been studying as we considered the Ten Commandments. 

Psalm 19:7-11, "7The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul; the 

testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple; 8the precepts of 

the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the Lord is 

pure, enlightening the eyes; 9the fear of the Lord is clean, enduring 

forever; the rules of the Lord are true, and righteous altogether. 10More 

to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than 

honey and drippings of the honeycomb. 11Moreover, by them is your 

servant warned; in keeping them there is great reward." 


