
The Miracle Of Contentment 

Are you experiencing the supernatural satisfaction that God longs for you to 

enjoy? 

By Charles D. Kelley 

“I can honestly say that for the last two-and-a-half years I have been completely content.” 

If you knew Les, you too would have been touched. 

One morning in early December of 1984, Les woke up almost completely unable to move. 

Within three days his paralysis was total. The diagnosis: a rare nerve disease that usually renders its 

surviving victims motionless. 

For several months Les was totally unable to care for himself. At first, treatment was both 

tedious and painful. Then slowly, very slowly, Les began to regain motor control. Today, after 

hundreds of hours of intense therapy, he has learned to walk again. Even so, his muscle coordination 

is equivalent to that of a toddler. 

Life for Ann, Les’s wife of forty years, has been equally traumatic. She has faithfully stood by 

his side and cared for Les through his numerous close calls with death, knowing he will never fully 

recover. Yet her words to me nearly echoed those of her handicapped husband, “There has never 

been a time in the past two-and-a-half years that I have not experienced the peace of the Lord.” 

Hard to imagine, isn’t it? Yet if Les and Ann are telling the truth, they indeed have something 

that is amazing: true contentment. 

Contentment. What does it mean? How does it work? Is it really possible in every circumstance? 

Let’s take a closer look. 

CONTENTMENT DEFINED 

In English, the word contentment refers to the state of being satisfied or pleased. It is also quite 

common to equate contentment with pleasure or happiness. 

In the original language of the New Testament the word for contentment is also translated 

“satisfied,” “adequate,” “competent,” or “sufficient.” The same word refers to the realm of abilities 

in 2 Cor. 3:5, where Paul teaches that we are not “competent in ourselves to claim anything for 

ourselves, but our competence comes from God.” It is used to mean “enough” or “more than 

enough” in 2 Cor. 12:9, where God tells Paul, “My grace is sufficient for you.” In Phil. 4:11, Paul 

uses the word to describe his condition of being inwardly satisfied in his physical environment: “I 

have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.” 

So what does it mean to be content? Let’s combine the idea of being inwardly satisfied in the 

midst of difficult circumstances with the concepts of competence and sufficiency. And we must not 

forget God’s role in the process. What do we get? A working definition: 

Christian contentment is the God-given ability to be satisfied with the loving provision of God in 

any and every situation. 

COUNTERFEITS OF CONTENTMENT 

Sometimes the best way to understand an abstract concept is to identify what it is not. Let’s look 

at five common misconceptions about contentment. 

Some say contentment is an external matter. More of us unwittingly buy into this view than we 

care to admit. 

A few years ago at a Christian concert I attended, the performer joked that sometimes her 

problems are so overwhelming that the only solution to them is a banana split. Initially I laughed. 



But then I realized that this is precisely how I naturally approach difficulties. When the pressure is 

on, I treat myself to a little luxury, a special treat. 

And it helps! The special treat satisfies—for awhile. But that sort of contentment doesn’t last. It 

can’t. Christian contentment is a matter of the heart, and external solutions can never satisfy internal 

needs. 

Others believe that contentment is the denial of reality. Such denial is normal. It temporarily 

helps us cope. But it is not the same thing as contentment. 

Some people live in a continual state of denial. Such was our neighbor, Elizabeth, a devout 

member of a religious group that shuns medical treatment. A few years ago, she was told that she 

was dying from cancer. She and my wife, Nancy, would often talk about God and her faith, and she 

seemed to be open to Nancy’s Christian convictions—with two exceptions. Whenever Nancy would 

mention the words “sin” or “cancer” Elizabeth became extremely agitated. Often she would say. 

“Sin? I haven’t sinned.” Or “Cancer? What cancer?” 

Her religion had taught her that sin and its consequences were not real. She badly wanted to 

believe what she had been taught. Even when she was facing death at the hands of cancer she denied 

its very existence. And when she was challenged to allow the Lord Jesus Christ to forgive her sin 

she refused to admit her condition. 

Elizabeth appeared to be content. Her behavior and attitude were based on her denial of reality. 

But she couldn’t escape it. She died, not only a victim of her cancer, but of her denial. Her means of 

contentment had failed. 

Christian contentment has nothing to do with denial and everything to do with understanding. 

God doesn’t want us to live as if a bleak prognosis or an intolerable situation doesn’t exist. He wants 

us to trust Him to give us a supernatural ability to live life completely satisfied. 

Then there are those who believe that contentment is equivalent to the pursuit of pleasure. The 

ancient Greek philosopher Epicurus wrote: “We call pleasure the beginning and end of the blessed 

life. For we recognize pleasure as the first good innate in us; and from pleasure we return again, 

using the feeling as the standard by which we judge good.” 

The evangelical community in America is not immune from this mindset. More than ever before 

we are confronted with the gospel of success—a so-called Christian view of health, wealth, and the 

good life. We are told by some public religious leaders that God’s purpose in dealing with man is to 

grant him the best of everything. 

How easy it is to pursue good times and superficial pleasures, label them “clean fun” or even 

“Christian,” and then claim (for the sake of appearances) to be satisfied. Yet the Christian pleasure-

seeker will eventually discover that such pursuits do not lead to contentment, but rather to emptiness 

and despair. 

Consider the words of a very wise king who, though a man of God, for a time neglected God for 

the sake of pleasure: 

I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure. My heart took delight 

in all my work, and this was the reward for all my labor. Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had 

done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; 

nothing was gained under the sun. 

—Eccles. 2:10–11 

None of us is able to pursue pleasure with the same gusto that Solomon did. But we must not 

allow ourselves to be fooled into believing that our outcome will be different from his. 

Richard Halverson, the chaplain of the U.S. Senate, offers this interesting insight, “Something 

deep in human nature makes it incapable of handling more than it needs. Rather than satisfaction, 

affluence seems to generate dissatisfaction.” 



Still others think that contentment is the same thing as complacency. To be satisfied with God’s 

provisions in the midst of difficult circumstances is one thing. To foster a “ho-hum, woe is me, I am 

what I am” attitude is another. Christian contentment and ambition, either personal or spiritual, are 

not conflicting ideals. 

Unfortunately, our world is filled with people who refuse to dream. I grew up in downtown Los 

Angeles. As far as I know I was the only one in my neighborhood who finished high school. Most of 

the others on my block were bright enough to graduate, but they were quite content with their 

limited education, limited resources, and limited outlook. Furthermore, when others tried to get them 

to see life beyond their narrow confines, they resented being pried loose from their complacent 

“contentment.” 

Professor Katie Wiebe of Tabor College in Kansas wrote a bit of advice to the graduating class 

of 1987: 

If I had one word to give to today’s graduate it would be this: Don’t be satisfied too soon with 

your new-found niche. Dreaming often begins with a nudge, a discontent [emphasis mine] with what 

is, a dissatisfaction with a relationship, an uneasiness with offered solutions. . . . Some discontent is 

sheer whining. But not all is a wrong spirit. God sometimes makes us uncomfortable to pry us out of 

our ruts.
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Contented as he was, Paul told the Philippians that he was far from being satisfied with his past 

accomplishments: “Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I 

do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win 

the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:13–14). 

Paul was never complacent. He was a visionary who was still dreaming great dreams until the 

day he died. 

Finally, there are those who equate contentment with sturdy resolution. I recently saw a 

beautiful poster of a seagull in flight with the caption: “They can fly because they think they can 

fly.” 

Evidently, experts claim that because of their awkward build, it is aerodynamically impossible 

for sea gulls to fly. But don’t tell that to the seagull. He thinks he can fly, so he does what he’s not 

supposed to be able to do: he flies. 

I don’t know much about the aerodynamics or willpower of sea gulls, but I do know a bit about 

humans. Our Creator has made us with the capacity to endure a great deal of difficulty. Some 

people, through the determination of their wills, can endure virtually every circumstance without 

being noticeably troubled. 

But this kind of sturdy resolution is not the same thing as biblical contentment. Contentment is 

deeper and more meaningful. We can exercise personal resolve apart from Christ. But we cannot 

experience Christ’s contentment apart from Christ. 

THE MYSTERY OF CONTENTMENT 

True contentment is a paradox. It’s simple; yet it’s so complex. It involves truths that one 

wouldn’t expect to apply to other truths. Let’s take a closer look at just two of the many mysteries of 

Christian contentment. 

True contentment results in deep dissatisfaction. One who experiences the contentment that 

comes from God is, in a sense, the most satisfied person in the world. Yet, in another sense, he is the 

most dissatisfied. How can this be? 

A believer who has learned the skill of contentment has been enabled by God to be satisfied 

even in the worst conditions. At the same time, however, he can never again be satisfied with the 

shallow substitutes of contentment that the world has to offer apart from Christ. Once he has tasted 

Christian contentment he will never again be satisfied with anything less. 



Robert Boyd Munger, in his powerful booklet, My Heart Christ’s Home, describes what it would 

be like for Jesus to enter the “dining room” of a believer’s heart. Let’s listen to the conversation 

between the Lord and the Christian: 

[Jesus] seated Himself at the table with me and asked, “What is on the menu for dinner?” 

“Well,” I said, “my favorite dishes: old bones, corn husks, sour cabbage, leeks, onions and garlic 

right out of Egypt.” These were things I liked—worldly fare. I suppose there was nothing radically 

wrong in any particular item, but it was not the food that should satisfy the life of a real Christian. 

When the food was placed before Him, He said nothing about it. However, I observed that He did 

not eat it, and I said to Him, somewhat disturbed, “Savior, You don’t care for the food that is placed 

before You? What is the trouble?” 

He answered, “I have meat to eat that ye know not of. My meat is to do the will of Him that sent 

Me.” He looked at me again and said, “If you want food that really satisfies you, seek the will of the 

Father, not your own pleasures, not your own desires, not your own satisfaction. Seek to please Me, 

and that food will satisfy you.” And there about that table He gave me a taste of doing God’s will. 

What a flavor! There is no food like it in all the world. It alone satisfies. Everything else is 

dissatisfying in the end. 

Christian contentment is not the result of addition, but of subtraction. It would seem when we 

lack contentment that we need to add something to make up for that lack. Not so with genuine 

contentment. 

Have you ever said to yourself, “I don’t have anything to wear”? What is the solution? Adding a 

new outfit to your wardrobe may bring temporary contentment, but we all know that deep within us 

we always crave more. And is it possible to be content when a tight budget makes adding to the 

wardrobe impossible? 

For the Christian the answer is an emphatic “Yes.” What is needed is not so much added 

possessions, but subtracted desires. This was part of Paul’s secret to contentment in Phil. 4:11–13, in 

which he writes that he had learned to be content “in any and every situation.” The Lord had enabled 

him to reduce his desires for even the essentials. What a powerful evidence of the strength of Christ 

in his life! 

I believe this is what David had in mind when he wrote Psalm 37. Psalm 37:4 says, “Delight 

yourself in the LORD and he will give you the desires of your heart.” 

It is commonplace to understand this verse to mean that God wants to fulfill our desires. Not so. 

David is saying that if our delight is in the Lord then He will transform our desires so that they will 

actually reflect His desires. He will enable us to want what He wants. He will then satisfy those 

wants. The Lord has no intention of fulfilling our former desires, but if we’re experiencing Christian 

contentment it won’t master to us. How wonderful! 

BEYOND EXPLANATION 

What comes to your mind when you think of the word miracle? Do you picture a blind man’s 

sight being restored? Multitudes being fed with a few loaves and fishes? A child being raised from 

the dead? 

Major W. Ian Thomas, the founder and director of the Torchbearers, says, “A miracle is not 

necessarily something sensational or spectacular. Rather it is something that cannot be explained 

apart from God.” Thomas emphasizes that it is God’s intention for the Christian life to be 

miraculous—a life that is so unique that onlookers should have no possible explanation for the 

quality of life they observe apart from the work of God. 

So it is with Christian contentment. It is impossible apart from the supernatural work of Christ in 

the life of the believer. 



One of the most famous verses in the New Testament is Phil. 4:13, “I can do everything through 

him who gives me strength.” Have you ever wondered why this oft-quoted verse immediately 

follows Paul’s bold statements about contentment? Simply because Paul recognizes that the source 

and strength of all Christian contentment is God Himself. 

The late Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest translated Phil. 4:13, “I am strong for all things in the 

One who constantly infuses strength in me.”
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 Paul is not telling his readers that Christ has given 

him unlimited strength. He’s simply saying that the reason he can experience contentment, even in 

the worst of circumstances, is because he is a continual recipient of supernatural strength. Christ is 

able and willing to provide all the strength that we need to be content, in all circumstances, at all 

times. 

But how does it happen? Christ provides His strength through a process Professor Wuest 

identifies as “infusion.” To infuse means to pour, fill, soak, or extract. In the medical world, infusion 

is the slow and steady introduction of a solution into the vein. In our daily world, we witness 

infusion every time we drop a tea bag into a cup of hot water. For the Christian, infusion is the 

steady flow of the power of God into the realm of life where it is needed. 

THE PROCESS OF INFUSION 

How does Christian infusion work? The process may be summed up with two words: discipline 

and dependence. Not discipline alone—that invariably leads to legalism and disillusionment. And 

not dependence alone—that results in mystical emotionalism. Discipline and dependence are two 

sides of the same coin. 

Discipline. Christ infuses His strength into us when we regularly confess our sin. Just as dirt in 

an IV tube prevents a patient from receiving a much-needed infusion of medicine, so unconfessed 

sin keeps us from receiving Christ’s supernatural strength. We must keep short accounts with God, 

realizing that apart from the regular confession of sin He will not provide His strength to meet us at 

our point of need. No confession, no contentment. 

The study of God’s Word is also a necessary discipline. Often the Lord gives us His strength by 

bringing to mind passages and promises that speak directly to the need at hand. But such 

remembering doesn’t happen in a vacuum. We will remember only what we have studied. 

The importance of Bible study may be seen if we take another look at the illustration of the 

infusion of tea into water. What is the difference between a strong cup of tea and a weak cup? Time. 

The longer the process, the more thoroughly the water gets into the tea and the tea into the water. 

The longer we spend in the Scriptures, the “stronger” we become. The more we get into God’s 

Word, the more it will get into us. 

Dependence. Discipline focuses on the realm of the will, dependence is a matter of the heart. We 

need God today just as much as we needed Him the day we were born again. We must daily place 

our trust in the Lord Jesus to provide the grace that leads to contentment. His living grace—like His 

saving grace—is activated by acts of dependent trust. 

Our level of dependence on the Lord is best revealed by examining our prayer lives. Rather than 

begging God to make us feel peaceful we can dependently thank Him for the peace that He is 

willing to express through us if we will but let Him. The result will be miraculous—a peacefulness 

that cannot be explained apart from God. 

This sort of dependence is an indispensable ingredient of Christian contentment. It is not natural 

to experience inner tranquility while enduring difficult situations. But God is willing to provide for 

us all of the supernatural strength that we need to be satisfied with His loving provision—in all 

circumstances, at all times. 

Are we willing to let Him? 

Paul was. That’s why he could say, “I have learned the secret of being content” (Phil. 4:12). 



Les and Ann were. That’s why they have been able, not only to cope with their physical tragedy, 

but to maintain a remarkable witness to almost everyone whose lives they have touched. 

What is contentment? It’s more than a feeling, it’s an attitude. It’s more than an attitude, it’s a 

mindset. It’s more than a mindset, it’s a discipline. It’s more than discipline, it’s dependent trust. It’s 

more than dependent trust, it’s a miracle—a gracious miracle from God. 


