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Learning Christianity

"I have learned, in whatsoever state I am,
therewith to be content"  (Philippians 4:11).

We forget how much our Christian lives are linked
to learning.  The church is not only a place to
worship, it is also a place to learn.  Listen to what
Nicodemus said, "He came to Jesus by night and
said to him, `Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher

who has come from God" (John 3:2).  Jesus asks us to be his disciples --his students.

Even the Old Testament law is much more than a guide to conduct.  According to Galatians 3:24, it too is
a teacher; and if we learn our lesson well, it will bring us to the feet of the greatest of all teachers, Jesus
Christ, that we might by faith receive his grace.  "Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us
unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith."

The law means something quite different to the Christian as compared to the Jew.  To the Jew it is a set
of regulations, like the Code of Hammurabi, or the ordinances of the Aztecs --laws that form boundaries
between people to protect them from each other and, thereby, permit a higher level of what we call
civilization.  Remember, the Rich Young Ruler said, “All these have I kept from my youth;” yet, it didn’t
make him a Christian.

To the Christian, whose teacher is Christ, laws connect us to others; laws are fulfilled by loving God and
our neighbor and treating others as we would want others to treat us.  The two concepts are very
different.  The point is, if we learn the full meaning of the law, we will end up at the feet of the greatest
teacher, Jesus Christ.

One of the last things Jesus asked before he left earth was that we would carry on with his teaching. 
"And Jesus came and said to them, `All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Go
therefore and make disciples (students) of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you"
(Matthew 28:18-20).

So, learning is a splendid, lofty commission of the church.  Therefore, Paul says, "I have learned, in
whatever state I am, therewith to be content."  This text contains a very timely cordial to revive the
drooping spirits of the Saints.  The great Apostle holds forth, experimentally, in this text, the very life and
soul of all practical Christianity.
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These words are brought in by Paul as a clear argument to persuade the Philippians that he did not seek
after great things in the world.  He did not long for great wealth; his heart was taken by other things.  "I do
not speak, in respect of want, for whether I have or have not, my heart is fully satisfied --I have enough."

This, Paul tells us, is something that he had learned.  Contentment in every condition is a great art; it is a
spiritual mystery.  It must be learned; so, follow verses 12 and 13, "I know what it is to have little, and I
know what it is to have plenty.  In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed
and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need.  I can do all things through him who
strengthens me."  The word translated in the KJV as "instructed," and in NRSV as "secret," is derived
from a word that means "mystery."  It is just as if he said, "I've learned the mystery of this business."  He
had become a master of this art.  It can be done.  He speaks in the past tense.  "I did not have the art at
first, but I do have it now."

The most difficult things for each of us are the "things that are."  Paul says, "In whatsoever state I
am."  What I am, that has always been the challenge: tall/short, coordinated/uncoordinated, smart/not so
smart, rich/poor, handicapped or not, sick or well, accepted/not accepted, a good reader/a poor reader,
sing/can't sing worth beans, important/not important --you know the story.  Nobody comes equipped to
deal with these things; nobody comes equipped to deal with being the last one picked for the baseball
team when you're choosing-up sides on the sand-lot or the schoolyard.  "In what I am."  "Therewith to be
content?"  Yet, here is Paul telling us what he had learned, "though he had nothing, yet he possessed all
things."

The conclusion of all of this is that to be skilled in the mystery of contentment is the duty, glory,
and excellence of every Christian.  The word we call happiness must be a sister to the word
contentment.  I do know that Christianity always spreads from Christians who have learned to be content. 
Discontent has never been much of a servant to the church.  There is little good that can come from
discontent.  Do not expect someone else to make you happy; happiness is something you must learn for
yourself.

This truth is supported by the Bible.  "But godliness with contentment is great gain" (1 Timothy 6:6),
suggesting that godliness is not much of a gain if it is not linked with contentment.  It is our duty, "Having
food and raiment, let us therewith be content" (1 Timothy 6:8).  "Let your conversation be without
covetousness, and be content with such things as you have" (Hebrews 13:5).  Let's face it, the things we
have today, we didn't have yesterday --and they still haven't brought contentment.  Neither will the things
we shall get tomorrow, for today is only yesterday's tomorrow.  Too bad, but it actually works in reverse;
the more we get, the more we want.

Contentment must be inward.  It is the work of the Spirit, indoors.  The neglect of this word inward is
the tragedy of the church and the world today.  The thrust of twentieth and twenty-first century Christianity
has been outward, rather than inward.  Let's reach the other fellow; which is fine if we have reached
ourselves.  "My soul, be silent unto God.  Hold thy peace, O my soul" (Psalm 62:1).  Hold not only my
tongue, but my soul!  You may keep your mouth quiet, but do you think that God cannot hear your
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restless soul?  Many sit silently, keeping from the expression of discontent; yet, inwardly they are bursting
with it.  Just as a pair of shoes may appear smooth and neat outside, inside they keep on pinching.

It is possible to hide our discontent from others while our souls may be like a raging sea.  David spoke of
people "whose words were sweeter than honey and butter, but who had wars in their hearts."  In another
place he said, "While I keep silence, my bones wax old."  Let's face it, a silent tongue and a noisy heart
can add up to hospital bills.  This contentment must be inward.

Contentment is the quiet of the heart.  All may not be quiet outside (it rarely is), but all is quiet and
still in the heart.  This quiet, gracious frame of spirit is not opposed to feeling affliction; it accepts as
normal and healthy the grief and sorrow we all feel.  It counts as a cross, the thing that is a cross.  It does
feel hurt.  It still seeks help from God and friends in times of distress and it is not opposed to the good
sense of avoiding pain and affliction by every lawful and reasonable means.

What it is opposed to is Christians turning into chronic complainers, “cry-babies,” gripers, grumblers and
fear mongers.  Do you remember when Israel said, "Did you bring us out here to die?"  They had been
freed from slavery in Egypt --it wasn’t enough.  It is opposed to heart-consuming bitterness and the
unstable spirit.  The Bible says, "Unstable as water, you will not succeed."  It is opposed to the climate of
fear and paranoia that can become the rally-cry for scaremongering Christians.  Christ never sold fear. 
When you listen to words of fear and hate, you're not hearing words from God.  "For God has not given
us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind" (2 Timothy 1:7).  Yes! Contentment
comes from courage not from fear.  Fear can drive the mind insane; it can drive people to do insane
things and say insane things.  

Even though violent crime in the United States has dropped from 729 per a 100,000 population in the
year 1991 to 379 per a 100,000 in the year 2021, according to some people, we’re living in the darkest
hell.  Well then, how would you have liked to have lived back in the year 1991 when violent crime was
almost twice what it is today?  Of course now, we can see everything that everybody does, everywhere,
all the time on our cell phones.  We have almost total surveillance.  We’re way beyond “big brother is
watching;” now “little sister is watching;”  she’ll put you up on U-tube.  She has her I-phone, camera-
recorder right with her; and she knows how to use it.  We just may have to behave better.  Anyway, I’m
going to take my chances and go to Troy in the morning.  If I get shot, I’ll just have to know my time is up;
but, we’re not going to have a “shoot out.”  Anyway, I’m glad I don’t live in Russia or Iran –but, some
people do.

What we must learn is an inward, quiet, gracious frame of spirit.  It is inward grace that saves.  The
waves may crash against the outside of our ship, but inside we may still be warm, and dry, and protected. 
What it takes to guard our hearts and minds is not an AR-15, but the peace of God.  "And the peace of
God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus"
(Philippians 4:7).

Paul is not talking about the natural quietness of many men and women.  He is not talking about "What's
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to be will be."  He is not talking about fatalism.  He is not talking about "So what, I don't care."  He’s not
talking about “I don’t care; do you?”  The Christian is content and cares deeply at the same time.  The
Christian does care.

The soul that has learned this lesson looks to God in all things.  The soul that has learned this lesson
takes pleasure in God's wisdom.  It is the Lord who can see a great while from now.  We see only the
present; the Lord sees the beginning and the end and all that is in-between.

After the Oklahoma City bombing, two people stood out in my mind.  One was a leader in the Michigan
Militia, the other a mother who lost her child in the bombing.  The Militiaman, who is also a preacher,
talked about arming ourselves against the federal government, which he suggested was likely to dig large
trenches and mow us down with assault weapons and bury us.  He complained about a lack of rights,
while failing to realize he was living in a country where one can travel from ocean to ocean, move from
city to city, and say nearly anything  --regardless of how careless, ridiculous, or untrue.  He was selling a
fear and mistrust that could only incite to harm and hurt.  He didn't sound like Jesus to me.  He sounded
like a coward who was afraid of a cross that didn't even exist.

By way of contrast, I listened to a mother who had lost her child in the bombing.  As she cried, she told a
reporter, and the whole nation, "I only pray that God will protect me from hate; I don't want to hate."  She
knew the biggest danger was in her own heart; she knew the greatest threat to the nation would be in its
heart.  On the very first day of her tragic loss she was speaking words more powerful than any words the
Michigan militia preacher had ever spoken.  Her words were the words that could heal.  She was a
woman of courage.  She sounded like Jesus to me.  She was teaching Christianity, not the preacher from
Michigan.  She was broken-hearted; but, she said she was not afraid.  Follow that lady –she’ll lead you
straight to Jesus.  I want to live like her –not like him.

In the Los Angeles riots a man named Reginald Denney was pulled out of his concrete truck and beaten
until he was senseless.  Yet, he is remembered because he forgave his attackers.  He sounded a lot like
Jesus to me.  It is people like Reginald who stopped the next riot.

The peace of God is not just for blue sky days.  It must help us under every condition if it is to be any
good at all.  It must be there for us when we really need it; when health is failing, when business is down,
when a car wreck changes everything.  It must take us through tragedy.  Contentment is something
that we do not have to start with.  However, it can be learned --it must be learned.  It must be
learned for our good and for God's glory.  Trust the Apostle when he says, “I have learned, in whatever
state I am, to be content” (Philippians 4:11).   Listen to Jesus, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give
you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid
(John 14:27).  Jesus is the best teacher; listen to "the teacher sent from God."  Listen to God.
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