Seeking Contentment through a Theology of Desire

Brochure says, “Relying heavily upon a recent seminary class taught by author Randy Alcorn, Thelma introduces a biblical study to promote and engage in contentment.  By following biblical examples, we will learn to pursue and desire God, letting go of earthly disappointments and physical hindrances.”  

Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong. 
2 Co 12:10
Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am. Phil 4:11
Hi!  My name is Thelma English.  Before we get started, I‘d like to tell you a bit about myself.  My husband and I are getting ready to celebrate our 26th anniversary.  We have been on this homeschool adventure since 1988.  If you are curious about what else I do, you can check out my web-site at www.thelmaslibrary.com.  I will be posting these lecture notes on the web-site within a few days, in case any of you would like to have every reference and every little detail.  There is also information at eh web-site to send me e-mail.  Mark and I have two living sons, ages 16 and 23.  Our oldest graduated from WBC in Salem last spring with a Computer Science major.  He was married 2.5 years ago, and he and his lovely wife presented us with our first grandchild 7 weeks ago.  

I have been attending seminary part-time for the last four years.  Last summer I took a class from Randy Alcorn called, “Longings of the Heart: A Theology of Desire.”  That study cemented in my mind what I knew to be true.  I am very grateful to Randy for the opportunity to spend an intense week with him, learning more about what he refers to as the ‘eternal perspective.’  By the way, that’s the name of his ministry, EPM, Eternal Perspectives Ministry.  He can be found at www.epm.org.  
To begin with, Randy had each of us do a pre-class study of desire in the Bible.  We each spent about 20 hours reviewing and taking notes on 150 Bible verses, all of which center on some kind of desire.  We were to find out who desired something and what they desired.  Then, we made a note of whether it was a good or a bad desire.  
We hear people talk about, “finding contentment,” as though it is something that just happens.  You somehow wake up one morning and all of your life circumstances are just right.  You are content.  But this kind of contentment is only found in romance novels.  You will not find this kind in the Bible.  The kind of contentment we find in the Bible is not found in a set of ideal circumstances, it is found in the midst of very adverse circumstances.  “Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.” 2 Co 12:10

I desired children.  We lost our first unborn, got to keep one, lost four more unborns, and then were given one more son to keep.  Our first son, William, was born with his sternum adhered by cartilage to his backbone.  At age four he had a dangerous major reconstructive surgery to make room in his chest for his heart and lungs.  Our last son, Zach, was born with two knots in his umbilical cord.  The nurse had never seen a live birth with two knots in the umbilical cord before.  You know, you don’t get to keep them all.   “Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.” 2 Co 12:10

A few years ago, we underwent some tremendous pain.  To begin with, my precious Grandma Thelma went home to be with the Lord.  I had the special honor of being with her during her last days.  I sang her favorite hymns to her during the middle of the night when it was my turn to sit with her.  I read to her from Scripture and my little Zach read to her from his story books.  Osteoporosis had disintegrated her back and she lived in constant pain.  
Three weeks later my little mother-in-law, whom I had cared for for 1.5 years in our home, died unsaved.  I had bathed her, fed her, and cared for her after her diabetic amputations, as she lost her toes, feet, and legs, piece by piece.  When she went into convulsions, I would just hold her little body and pray.  I just knew she was in our home to get saved - but she died without Christ so far as we know.  “Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.” 2 Co 12:10

The next year my father-in-law died.  He simply dropped over dead.  The next day we learned of his long-time secret sin, which shook us to the core.  He had continued in this sin, and hidden it from all of us for more than 35 years.  My husband had to rethink his entire childhood with the new information, and then struggled for a year before he could forgive his father.  

The next year, my father died.  The year after that, my little brother hung himself.  I am still struggling with that one.  Sometimes, when I am out race-walking, I still have flashback images of that tragedy: the shock, the heartbreak, the extensive autopsy, the poor skinny body that he left behind.  “Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.” 2 Co 12:10
The year I turned 40 I had to give up my one life-long dream, the one thing I thought that God had promised to me – the thing that I thought I could not live without.  I sunk into despair.  But I lived.  I race-walked 1300 miles that year.  I hiked alone up and down mountains, taking stupid risks.  I ran across streets without even checking to see if any cars were coming.  I lived recklessly while I argued with God.  I got up during the night to argue, pray, and argue.  I fasted and prayed, and fasted.  Samuel Chadwick, an English preacher from the late 18oo’s, once said that “the one concern of the devil is to keep the saints from praying.  He fears nothing from our prayerless work, or prayerless religion.  He laughs at our toil, he mocks our wisdom, but he trembles when we pray.”  

The loss of the dream was my most recent and my most difficult struggle.  Like Job, I “[argued] my ways before him.”
  I love Job, and I especially love this verse.  Most people just quote the first part, “Though He slay me, I will hope in Him.”  I like that, but I like the second part better, “Nevertheless, I will argue my ways before Him.”  I‘ve taken some Hebrew now and the literal translation says, “I will argue to His face.”  That’s the Revised Thelma Version, the RTV.  I never learn.  I argue and argue with God, and you know what?  I never win!  
Seeking contentment.  Let’s take a peek at the Scriptures and see if the answers are to be found there.  Angels are very popular right now.  You see books about angels and television shows and movies about angels everywhere.  It’s kind of comforting to think about a heavenly guardian watching over us, one who isn’t watching as closely as God does.  One who is kind of cute.  One we don’t have to fear.  
Can we learn how to be content from the angels?  Uh, oh!  Maybe not.  They had everything you could ask for, but some of them wanted more.  They were discontent, and their discontent got them thrown out of heaven.  I love the word picture John Milton paints for us in Paradise Lost.  He creates a vivid account of what it might have been like.  In the story, Satan says it is “better to reign in hell, than serve in heav’n.”
  And Satan takes “the third part of heav’n’s sons” with him.
  Although Milton’s PL is not an inspired word, he helps us to visualize the massive revolt that took place in heaven by the ANGELS!  They were NOT content.  What was their desire?  Satan desired power, authority, and to be free from God’s rule.  Isaiah cries out, "How you have fallen from heaven, O star of the morning, son of the dawn! You have been cut down to the earth, You who have weakened the nations! "But you said in your heart, 'I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God, And I will sit on the mount of assembly In the recesses of the north. 'I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.'  "Nevertheless you will be thrust down to Sheol, To the recesses of the pit “(14:12-15).  The Shining One desired to be above God!  
What about our first parents, Adam and Eve?  Were they content?  They had it all.  They lived in Paradise and spoke face to face with God.   What did they desire?  Did they desire God?  Eve desired the forbidden fruit to attain forbidden knowledge.  Her desire for personal fulfillment was stronger than her desire to obey God.  What was her ultimate desire?  To be powerful, like God, and to make her own choices, to be free from God’s rule.  When the first couple experience the pronouncement of the curse, and the Lord says Eve’s desire shall be to her husband (Ge.3:16), it is the same phrase used to tell us that Sin’s desire is to foil Cain in Ge. 4:7.  Sin desires to rule over and ruin us.  Eve’s wrong desire was that she was going to want to rule over her husband.   
If only she had known that desire is always stronger than the satisfaction it brings!  We are all subject to the gnawing hunger of desire.  Desire for God.  It is the force that drives each of us.  Freud would have us believe that sensual physical desires are at the root of our being – that which drives our every choice and movement.  I would like to suggest that it is this desire for God that drives our every motion, for “God has set eternity in the hearts of men.”
  It creates a restlessness, an unquenchable fire, that expresses itself as something achingly painful or delightedly hopeful.  Augustine pinpointed it when he stated in his “Confessions” that, “You have made us for Yourself, Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in You.”  
Just as we think contentment is something we can ‘find,’ even so, we think desire is something we should try to ‘overcome.’  And yet, it is discontent that we should try to overcome and right desire is what we need to find!  

Our bodies, hearts, and souls are filled with desires.  Our body desires food, clothing, and care.  We misdirect the body’s gnawing hunger for God and give it food, fashion, and alcohol or drug abuse.  Those of us who struggle with excess weight know that the food promises satisfaction and only delivers remorse, regret, and shame.  Our heart longs for fulfillment.  We give it romance novels or sensual visual images - empty imitations that can never satisfy.  Our soul longs for God, but we become distracted by the cares of this world and give it only cheap, shallow reflections – a one-minute prayer, a stale devotion, or a promise of change that we never intend to take care of.
Our wrong and misdirected desires lead us further and further from real fulfillment.  The more we give ourselves to the object of our desires, whether it is money, food, physical pleasure, recognition, justice, emotional love, or God, the more we become enslaved to it (2 Pe. 2:18,19).  We convince ourselves that if we have the money, eat the food, win the lawsuit, feel the pleasure, experience the fame, prevail in the argument, or gain our true-love, it will make us happy.  It is not wrong to desire these things, it is only wrong to expect to find happiness and contentment through them.  That’s how compulsive shopping works, too.  We set out on a quest to find just the right article of clothing to complete an outfit, or just the right piece to add to our collection.  We search for the thing that will make us happy.  Our desire becomes a compulsion to possess.  We eat the food that makes us fat, buy until we are deep in debt, experience the pleasure that makes us feel ashamed, and win in love, only to discover that happiness and contentment still elude us!  
The sooner we realize that the real object of our desires is not in this world, the sooner we can begin experiencing contentment as God means for us to enjoy.  “God has set eternity in the hearts of men.”
  Paul told the Philippians [3:20]  “our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.”  Do you live like a citizen of heaven, or of earth?   In one of his few sermons, The Weight of Glory, C.S. Lewis says, “We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea.  We are far too easily pleased.”  
Blaise Pascal wrote in his, Pensees, “All men seek happiness.  This is without exception.  Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end.  The cause of some going to war, and of others avoiding it, is the same desire in both, attended with different views.  This is the motive of every action of every man, even of those who hang themselves.  And yet after such a great number of years, no one without faith has reached the point to which all continually look… What is it then that this desire and this inability proclaim to us, but that there was once in man a true happiness of which there now remain to him only the mark and empty trace, which he in vain tries to fill from all his surroundings, seeking from things absent the help he does not obtain in things present?  But these are all inadequate, because the infinite abyss can only be filled by an infinite and immutable object, that is to say, only by God Himself.”  Jim Elliot said “We should live our lives so that, when the time comes to die, the only thing left to do is die.”
Os Guinness says in his book, The Call, that “God alone needs nothing outside himself, because He himself is the highest and the only lasting good.  So all objects we desire short of God are as finite and incomplete as we ourselves are and, therefore, disappointing if we make them the objects of ultimate desire.”
  If we seek anything but God, we are dooming ourselves to discontent and restlessness.  I would like to suggest that we have done just that.  We are not seeking Him.  We have embraced desires for health, perfect bodies, comfort foods, possessions, emotional love, and recognition to the point that we have turned away from Him who bought us at such a great price.
 “You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men”. . . or food, alcohol, pornography, money, exercise, or shopping.  We have chased after these desires and they have not satisfied us.  We think we have a right to happiness, fulfillment, and prosperity.  We feel that if we fulfill our part of the bargain, God should fulfill His.  We are so rooted in this world that we have adopted it as our home.  When all is going well, it is so easy to have faith.  When your baby dies, when your child is not perfectly formed, when you and your spouse no longer share the same vision, when your knees begin to age and ache from arthritis, when the doctor finds a lump under your arm, when you are living in poverty and you see the wicked prosper, when your hair begins to turn gray and you realize your most cherished hopes and dreams are not going to come to pass, when your little brother hangs himself in a lonely jail cell, then you find out where your treasure is (Matthew 6:21) “for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  
In Mere Christianity, C.S. Lewis said, “Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires exists.  A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food.  A duckling wants to swim: well, there is such a thing as water.  Men feel sexual desire: well, there is such a thing as sex.  If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.  If none of my earthly pleasures satisfy it, that does not prove that the universe is a fraud.  Probably earthly pleasures were never meant to satisfy it, but only to arouse it, to suggest the real thing.”  Lewis goes on to say, “I must keep alive in myself the desire for my true country, which I shall not find till after death; I must never let it get snowed under or turned aside; I must make it the main object of life to press on to that other country and to help others to do the same.”  

We now realize that we should desire God.  How can we refocus our desires to place God at the center of our attention?  We must pray as Job did for God to (Job 13:23) “make known to me my rebellion and my sin.”  Pray, and ask God to reveal your sins to you.  We must remember who we are and where our real home is.  Paul told the Romans in 8:16,17 “The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him so that we may also be glorified with Him.  Can we say with David, “You are my God; I shall seek You earnestly; My soul thirsts for You, my flesh yearns for You, In a dry and weary land where there is no water.”
  For, “God has set eternity in the hearts of men.”
  Are you groaning, (2 Co 5:2) “longing to be clothed with our dwelling from heaven, inasmuch as we, having put it on, will not be found naked.  For indeed while we are in this tent, we groan, being burdened, because we do not want to be unclothed but to be clothed, so that what is mortal will be swallowed up by life.”  For, “God has set eternity in the hearts of men.”
  
All the faithful listed in Hebrews 11:13-16 “died in faith, without receiving the promises, but having seen them and having welcomed them from a distance, and having confessed that they were strangers and exiles on the earth.  For those who say such things make it clear that they are seeking a country of their own. And indeed if they had been thinking of that country from which they went out, they would have had opportunity to return.  But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; for He has prepared a city for them.”
We must peel away, bit by bit, the grip our heart has on this world and the things of this world.  Are your bags packed, and just what are you putting in your bag?  Where are you putting your time, talent, and treasure?  One path leads to disappointment and sorrow, one leads to peace and contentment.  
Sampson desired the wrong things.  First, he risked going into a major Philistine city to visit a harlot.  Then, he wants Delilah because she “looks good to me.”  He gave in to the whims of his desires and it consumed him.
  
David desired Bathsheba when he should have been out to war with his men.  He allowed his desire to rule out common sense and good judgment. (2 Samuel 11:1-6).  Amnon’s desire for Tamar was wrong, yet he followed it.  As soon as he got his desire, he hated Tamar, and probably himself, like an addict who gives in to desires, knowing they will not fulfill him (2 Samuel 13:1-19).  

There are many right desires in the Bible too.  Plenty of them.  David later desires to honor God.  Solomon desires wisdom and knowledge to honor God.  “Delight yourself in the LORD; And He will give you the desires of your heart” (Psalm 37:4).  By delighting in God, a man’s desires will be within God’s will, and so will be obtained.  Psalm 40:6-8 tells us that God desires us to have his law upon our hearts and for us to delight in His will.  These are hard words.  In Psalm 51 God desires truth and sacrifices of righteousness, not sacrifice of animals.  In Psalm 73, Asaph desires nothing on this earth but God.  And Psalm 103 tells us that God is the one who satisfies desires.  And Ecclesiastes 3:10-11 tells us that God has set eternity in our hearts, we desire it.  Isaiah tells us that God desires us to seek Him, to call on His name, and walk in His ways (65:1-2).  The Bible is filled with references to right and wrong desires - and with the consequences of wrong desires fulfilled.  James tells us that it is our lusting, or desiring what is wrong, that makes us sin (Jms 1:13-15) and that it is our lust or desire for worldly things that is the source of our problems (Jms 4:1-4).  Imagine that!  And we thought that our circumstances were the root of all our problems!  

We, like Job, can only see our little corner of the big puzzle.  Disappointment and trials will overwhelm us unless we remember who it is we serve.  If we could see the whole picture of God’s plan, we would embrace our trials, pain and suffering, even death, with joy and trust.
Desire Jesus.  Before Jesus was born the prophet Haggai called Him the “desired of all nations.”
  The wise men sought him.  They longed to experience His presence.  Matthew tells us to “seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.”
  What things?  The things that are listed in the previous verses.  Things like clothing, food, how tall we are, and money.  In Matthew 16 we see a paradox.  Wishing to save life is futile.  Wishing to lose self to Christ is the real gain of life.  We often grasp too late that our desires are opposite of God’s desires.  We want perfect, healthy bodies.  God wants our bodies offered up as sacrifices.  He wants to be glorified in our infirmities, like the blind man in John chapter 9.  The blind man wasn’t blind because God was looking the other way when he was born.  He wasn’t blind because of sin in his own life.  He was blind because it glorified God for him to be blind!  We want our children to live long lives, to outlive us.  We want them to avoid pain and suffering.  God wants their souls, regardless of their physical limitations, regardless of how long their lives are.  AND, God will use us or our children to bring more glory or honor to Him, just like Job.  The very circumstances that we are blaming for our discontent are the circumstances that were set into motion by our heavenly Father to bring us peace and contentment.  He wants us to be godly, but did you know that Paul told Timothy “godliness actually is a means of great gain when accompanied by contentment.” 1 Tim 6:6

Luke tells us in chapter 22 that Jesus desires the disciples to pray so they will not fall into temptation during the coming trials.  We know that Jesus was tempted in the Garden to abandon His life purpose.  Through prayer, He focused His desire on His Father’s will.  The prayer is an example for us.  He has prepared a place for us.  Our desire should be focused on getting to that place according to His will, regardless of what the circumstances look like.  Why does Jesus want us to with Him?  John 17:24 tells us He wants us to be with Him so we can behold His glory!  We tend to think that it is all about us, but it is all about HIM.  Our health, finances, relationships, and lifespan are not determined by what we desire.  They are determined by His plan, and we are not part of the planning committee.  Romans 8:5  tells us that to please God we must desire spiritual things.  Paul’s first letter to the believers at Corinth (6:9-20) tells them not to desire things of the flesh, to seek Christ, not the body’s desires.  Paul told the Galatians, in chapter 5, that desire of the flesh is opposite that of the Spirit. He told the Ephesians that the desires of the flesh and the mind are naturally lustful.  If we walk in the Spirit, directing our desires towards Him, it displayed His great love and grace toward us (Eph 2:1-10).  
As we redirect our desires toward Him, we fulfill our purpose, to honor and glorify Him.  To honor and glorify Him.  To honor and glorify Him.  I can honestly say that I am glad our heavenly Father did not give me the desires of my heart, because they were selfish desires.   “Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ's sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.” 2 Co 12:10

Job 19:25 "As for me, I know that my Redeemer lives, And at the last He will take His stand on the earth.  Even after my skin is destroyed, Yet from my flesh I shall see God; Whom I myself shall behold, And whom my eyes will see and not another. My heart faints within me!”

1 Corinthians 15:54-58, “But when this perishable will have put on the imperishable, and this mortal will have put on immortality, then will come about the saying that is written, "DEATH IS SWALLOWED UP in victory. "O DEATH, WHERE IS YOUR VICTORY? O DEATH, WHERE IS YOUR STING?" The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law; but thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in vain in the Lord.”
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