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BIBLICAL ANGER MANGAGEMENT
(Jonah 4:4, James 1:19)

INTRODUCTION:


A. This is the introduction to the summer seminar on Biblical Anger Management. At this point I am supposed to capture your interest and focus your attention on the problem of uncontrolled anger. I could do so in several ways. 

For example, I could tell graphic stories of what happens when anger is left unchallenged, unchecked, and uncontrolled, stories that would involve physical harm and cruelty and would not end well. 


Or I could cite statistics of physical and emotional abuse at the hands of angry people. I could recite the percentage of those who are in prison for anger-related crimes or of the incidence of repeat offenders. 


Or I could offer a personal confession of how my struggle with anger has negatively impacted the people I love.


B. But I want to begin quite simply by asking you a question: “Is there anyone that you wish were here right now to take in this seminar on biblical anger management?” Anybody come to mind? Any small disappointment because they did not come? Because if there is, then I don’t have to capture your interest or focus your attention at all. You are interested and attentive. 


Let me ask a follow up question for those who answered affirmatively that you know someone you wish were here right now. “Why do you wish they were here?” And if you ponder this question just a bit, you will see the pressing need for thinking through what the Bible says about anger and how we may practice self-control when it comes to anger. 

B.I recall meeting many, many very angry people in my former denomination. I would attend denominational gatherings where there were large numbers of liberal activists advocating for some cause or another. And most of these people were very angry, and they did not care who knew it. They could be vicious in their attacks against their opponents and quite vocal to the point of impassioned shouting, even demonstrations. They were deep in the grip of moral outrage, attacking wrongs as they perceived them, fighting injustice when it came to women’s rights, minority rights, and homosexual rights. They were completely unconcerned, though, about the rights of unborn children for the simple reason that they perceived that the rights of unborn children interfered with the reproductive rights of women. 


But as I watched these perpetually and permanently angry and outraged people, I began to wonder just a bit. The dirty little secret is that some people enjoy being angry. They find anger to their advantage in some strange ways. 


1. Anger makes me feel something. Let’s face it, we live in a pretty dull and colorless world. Much of our day is spent in routine drudgery. One of the complaints that I frequently hear from college students who attend Northwestern or Dordt is that there’s nothing to do around here, and they are bored. And we desperately want to feel something. We often, too often in my case, turn to entertainment to feel something: movies, music, graphic gaming, anything to escape the boring routine of life. 

And one powerful feeling that many people apparently enjoy is outrage. We love to hear stories of injustices and then feel indignant to the point of mockery and scorn. Some time back, television personality John Stossel hosted a program or segment called “Give Me a Break”: crazy stories of unbelievable wrongdoing, nepotism, unfairness, rules run amuck, and I think each one would conclude with the audience shouting, “That’s outrageous.” Did it help anyone? Did it lead to important improvements and social innovations for the better? I doubt it. It was entertainment inciting the pleasurable emotion of anger, of outrage. 


We could also mention the Drudge Report which compiles the top news stories of the day but keys on the excesses of celebrities and the hypocrisies of politicians, mostly producing…moral outrage. And then there’s talk radio which mostly serves the same purpose. So anger makes me feel something, and I desperately want to feel something, anything. 

 
2. Anger also motivates others. Angry people who don’t care if they are liked can get a lot done. Don’t you know people who, when they are coming your way, make you want to duck? When their number comes up on your cell phone, you just may let it go to voicemail to see what’s up. In response, people will either run for cover or try to appease. An interesting trick that angry people know is that if they are angry enough most will assume that their anger is justified, that they must have a right to be angry, and will try to mollify and pacify them. Anger motivates others, even if the motivation is most often manipulation. It gets the job done.

3. And anger justifies me. Pointing out the flaws of others with a fiery passion allows me then to excuse, overlook, and ignore my own sins and shortcomings. The red haze that covers my vision filters out the wrongs I may have done. Like the other two “advantages” of anger, this one becomes a supreme disadvantage in the long run. It only serves to strengthen my pride so that I am completely enslaved to it and rendered unable even to see my own sins so that I cannot ever repent of my sins and humble myself before the Lord. I’m way too busy righting all of the wrongs and correcting all of the failings of others ever to consider my own lack. And I am then lost, utterly lost to my anger and outrage, and I cannot be saved. Others may need saving, and let me tell you why. But not me. Anger enables me to perish in this delusion. 


C. How do we understand anger? How can we respond when we become angry? Is anger a sin? Is it unavoidable? In answering these questions, let me acknowledge my indebtedness to Dr. David Powlison in a book he has written on anger.   


Some basics.  


1. First of all, the Bible has much to say about anger. We find many examples of anger, and many passages that teach specifically about anger.  


2. Second, we find that God himself gets angry. Just read through the book of Revelation. Even if it is highly symbolic, the symbols all reveal that a major theme in that book is that God indeed pours out his wrath on sinners. So anger can be godly. It can be good and appropriate and beautiful.  


3. But third, we should note that Satan is also quite angry. Anger can therefore be wrong, bad, inappropriate, ugly, evil. Anger comes quite naturally to us. We are created in God’s image, and so capable of righteous anger. But we are also fallen into sin and therefore capable of wicked and sinful anger as well. 

I. LIES ABOUT ANGER.  


But there is some bad thinking and teaching on anger today, much of it fostered by humanistic psychology of self-esteem, self-help, self-improvement, and self-actualization. This philosophy insists that my emotions are always good, and to be truly human and completely fulfilled, I must be allowed to express all my emotions, no matter what they may be, no matter how hurtful they may be.  


A. For example, some teach that ANGER IS A THING INSIDE ME. Anger is not a thing; anger is a moral response of the whole person.  


And yet some will suggest that anger is like an emotional fluid that builds up inside us and must be released or it can do some harm. Anger is considered neutral, neither good nor bad, and we need to find constructive ways to use our anger. We actually use metaphors to this effect. We speak of “pent up anger” and the need to “blow off steam.” We may say we are “boiling over” or we are “full of anger.” In truth, this is how anger FEELS. But the feeling does not necessarily represent the reality.  


If this is the view of anger, then counseling would seek to “release the pressure” of anger, to somehow “vent” our anger in safe and constructive ways. But anger is not a fluid or a pressure or a thing. “Blowing off steam” may make us feel better temporarily, but it is no true answer. The solution is not in release, but in understanding, in repentance of wrong attitudes and actions, and in a new submission to God. The solution is to “grow in the grace and knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

B.  Or a second lie about anger is that IT’S OK TO BE ANGRY AT GOD.  I was at a prayer meeting for pastors several years ago, when a pastor there declared he was angry at God. He seemed almost proud of it. Some admittedly tough things were happening in his life and in the lives of his friends, and he really felt as though God had let him down. And so he was angry with God. This is a very trendy thing to do. “Let me tell you how angry I am at God.” “You think YOU’RE angry at God? You don’t know what real anger at God is!” 

Years ago I heard Dr. James Dobson on his “Focus on the Family” broadcast interviewing a person who had been the victim of some kind of abuse. When that person broke down, Dr. Dobson asked her if she had “forgiven God.” This assumed that God sometimes fails us, that we have a right to be angry at God, and that sometimes God needs our forgiveness. If God is in need of our forgiveness, then that means God has done something morally wrong, that God is not holy. And this is a serious mistake; this is blasphemy.  


Friends, it’s true that the Bible records instances of anger at God, and that it is common in our day for people to declare they are angry at God. But the Bible treats anger at God as a deadly wickedness on our part. The Bible NEVER encourages us to express anger at God.  


What we find in some Psalms and elsewhere in the Bible are people who know and trust God, but who are perplexed at his allowing evil to occur in His world. And in their struggle, these psalm writers move toward God and seek to find the faith to continue to trust in his goodness. We may express our pain and hurt, but we must not rage against God, as though God has somehow wronged us. Accusations against God are never appropriate.  


C.  A third lie about anger is that “MY BIG PROBLEM IS ANGER AT MYSELF.” This notion of “self-forgiveness” is quite popular in secular psychology today. “I’m angry with myself, and I simply need to forgive myself.” This is such a large concern that I discussed it separately at a previous summer seminar. But to sum it up simply, If I am angry with myself because I don’t live up to my own standards, then what I need to do is adopt God’s standards instead of my own. If, on the other hand, I am angry with myself because I don’t live up to God’s standards, then no amount of self-forgiveness will help me. I need God’s forgiveness instead. In the end the root of this supposed need for self-forgiveness is pride, thinking too much of myself and thinking too little of God.  

II. THE DEFINITION OF ANGER.

A. For me, the most helpful thing I can do is to assist you in understanding what anger is and where anger comes from. Once I understood the origin of anger it became a simple matter for me to identify it and to reject it. Don’t get me wrong, it is by no means simple to correct many decades of ingrained responses and sinful patterns of behavior. But for me understanding anger became the real key to defeating it. 


So if anger is not some purely natural and neutral fluid or pressure that needs periodic venting, what is it? My friend Robert Jones does an excellent job of defining anger in his book, Uprooting Anger. Here’s his definition: “Our anger is our whole-personed, active response of negative moral judgment against perceived evil.” We note something which we identify as morally wrong, and we respond negatively to it. There are several important elements to this definition of anger.

1. It is an active response. It is not something we have or that happens to us, it is something we do. It is an activity.


2. It is a whole-personed response. It is not simply a feeling or an emotion, but it also involves our minds and our wills. We intellectually judge something to be immoral, we feel strongly adverse to it, and we choose to speak or act (or at least complain) against it.


3. It is a response against something, some person or some situation, some practice or some system. It does not arise from nothing. Anger responds to some provocation. Even when we are generally irritable, we are irritable for a reason. Something someone said or did may not “sit well” with us, which means we are bothered (read “angry”) at a perceived injustice on their part. 


This is an important point: if our anger is a response to a provocation, we must own our anger as our response. We cannot make the provocation the cause of our anger. We cannot blame our response on whatever we are reacting against otherwise we are surrendering or free will, which is to surrender our essential humanity. If you are pre-programmed or hard-wired to respond to some stimulus so that you can do no other, then you are not responsible, but neither are you human. You are only like Pavlog’s famous dogs who salivated when he rang a bell—but they were dogs, animals, not human. So whatever my wife may have done she has to own, but how I respond to her I have to own. 


4. Our anger involves a negative moral judgment. Anger always alleges, accuses of wrongdoing. It declares the provocation to be unjust. “What you did was wrong?” As such, anger seeks to blame. Interestingly, it assumes the existence of objective morality, of right and wrong. If you were to meet a moral relativist, they would deny that there is anything that is truly right or wrong. But if you then steal his wallet, he would become angry. Why? Because he is responding to your action with a negative moral judgment. He would completely betray himself by a single sentence: “That’s not fair!” An angry relativist or an angry atheist is a logical contradiction. 


5. Fifthly, and here is a great key to defeating anger, anger involves a negative moral judgment against perceived evil. Much, much, much of our anger is itself unjust because it is a response only to perceived evil, but not to real evil. We really should be angry at almost all of our anger. We should have a “whole-personed, active response of negative moral judgment against” our own anger! Our anger should make us angry.  


B. Here is a common scenario: I assume that I am to be treated in a certain way. I have an expectation that I am entitled to be treated in a certain way. And when I am not treated as I think I deserve, then I actively respond with my whole person with negative moral judgment against that perceived evil of whoever did not treat me as I thought I deserved. But what if I do not really deserve to be treated in the way I would like? Then my anger is unjustified. And let me give you a live example from my own life.

One of my wife’s spiritual gifts is correcting me, and she is very good at it. She will remind me that I forgot to close a door or outen a light or one of the many other mistakes I make. And I find that very hard to take. In fact, it makes me angry. It provokes me to a whole-personed, active response of negative moral judgment against perceived evil. And let me tell you why it makes me so angry.

1. First, I am very intelligent, and I don’t make mistakes. In fact, it’s really my role to correct her because she makes many more mistakes than I do. So how dare she correct me?


2. What’s more, I really don’t want to admit that I make mistakes. So I am pretty good about hiding my mistakes, ignoring my mistakes, denying my mistakes, and overlooking my mistakes. But she won’t let me. 


3. What’s more, I don’t like conflict very much, so I think it’s impolite to point out other people’s mistakes, especially my own.  It’s unjust because I think it’s impolite. She should just pretend that I’m perfect and never mention any evidence to the contrary.

Therefore, I perceive that pointing out my mistakes is evil, and to this unjust provocation I respond with a whole-personed, negative moral judgment. I get angry. 


And here’s what has helped me immensely. That’s only how I PERCEIVE the situation. I am responding to the perceived evil of being corrected. But it’s not evil, not at all.


If I honestly think I am beyond correction because I cannot make mistakes, then I have usurped the role of God, who alone is perfect. To imagine myself as perfect is blasphemy.  


And if I don’t want to hear about or to face my mistakes, then I am unteachable, I do not love correction as God commands, and that is to my loss.


And if I am afraid to confront others when they need correction, and so I think it impolite to confront me when I need correction, then I am a man-pleaser instead of a God-pleaser, and I stand condemned.  


C. We should note two more matters when it comes to defining anger biblically. 

First, the Bible knows of three kinds of anger: divine anger, human righteous anger, and human sinful anger. 


God’s anger is frightful and always holy. God’s terrible wrath against sin and sinners is an aspect of his glory which he reveals from heaven against all the ungodliness of people who suppress the truth about him and worship the creature instead of their Creator, and you can read all about that in Romans 1. 


Human righteous anger…is quite rare comparatively. Robert Jones lists three criteria for human anger truly to be righteous.


1. Righteous anger reacts against actual sin. Remember that important phrase “perceived evil.” So human anger against being corrected, for example, can never be righteous anger.


2. Righteous anger focuses on God and his kingdom, rights, and concerns, not on me, my kingdom, rights, and concerns. Only “God-centered motives, not self-centered motives, drive righteous anger.” It’s not just whether some action is offensive, it’s whether or not it offends God.


3. Righteous anger is accompanied by other godly qualities and expresses itself in godly ways. Robert Jones writes: “Righteous anger remains self-controlled. It keeps its head without cursing, screaming, raging, or flying off the handle. Nor does it spiral downward in self-pity or despair. It does not ignore people, snub people, or withdraw from people. Instead, righteous anger carries with it the twin qualities of confidence and self-control. 


Given these rather stringent requirements, you can see that righteous anger would be quite rare. Usually human anger arises because we feel ourselves to be slighted or wronged and because we over-react in sinful ways. 

III. DEALING WITH ANGER GOD’S WAY.

So if anger is not a fluid or a steam pressure to be vented, what are we to do when we find ourselves getting hot under the collar?  


A.  It’s interesting that God does not instruct us to vent our anger, nor that we find constructive ways to channel our anger. God simply says, “Get rid of it.” “Put it to death.”  


Paul points to the source of this sinful anger in Galatians 5. “The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.” (Gal 5:19-21)  So, far from anger being good, much anger is sinful, flowing from the sinful nature, at cross purposes with God’s will, a clear mark of someone who has not been affected by God’s redeeming work in Christ.  


Paul makes it more evident in Ephesians 4: “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” Eph. 4:31-2) What to do with uncontrolled anger? Get rid of it. And replace it with kindness, compassion and forgiveness. But notice the rationale: “...just as in Christ God forgave you.” “Because God has been kind to you and forgiven you, THEREFORE, be kind and forgive others.”  


Paul writes it even more graphically in Colossians 3: “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.”  (Col 3:5-10) Uncontrolled anger is to have no place at all in the Christian life. We are to rid ourselves of it. We are to put it to death. It should be on the endangered species list in our hearts, and we should go on to drive it to extinction. It certainly will not be a part of us in heaven. In fact, people who are controlled by anger are clearly not on their way to heaven.  


B. We need to see it in black and white. This ungodly anger is evil, and needs to be rooted out and destroyed. It is not some harmless fluid that can be safely vented by punching a pillow or shouting in a closet.  


C. But how? This can only come with the Holy Spirit’s help, as our minds are renewed. We must conform our thinking to God’s Word. This new thinking then leads to new understanding, to new affections and new actions. But it begins with a renewed mind. It can’t be a matter of emotions. We cannot simply try to conjure peaceful and tranquil feelings, not without becoming a monk. We live in a harsh, glaring, disappointing, frustrating, vicious world. There is much there to “disturb the peace.”


Nor can we trust it to “will power.” Can’t you just picture a person saying, “I won’t get mad, I won’t get mad, I won’t get mad!” over and over until their face is bright red, their neck veins are popping out and they either blow up or have a stroke? No, we must understand what is happening, and with the help of the Holy Spirit, come to grips with anger.  

IV. A CASE STUDY ON ANGER.

A. Let’s consider a case study on anger. The fourth chapter of Jonah presents us with an angry prophet of the same name. The big misunderstanding about Jonah is that he ran away from God because he was AFRAID to do what God called him to do. But Jonah was not afraid at all.  


You recall that God called Jonah to go and preach to the city of Nineveh, one of the leading cities of the Assyrians, a fierce, war-like people who were enemies to Israel, and who would eventually overrun and destroy the nation of Israel.  


God told Jonah that to preach to the city of Nineveh, warning that city of God’s judgment. Jonah got on a ship heading in the opposite direction.  Admittedly, he was running away from God.  


Now let me put the situation in a contemporary light.  Suppose God told Osama bin Laden that He was going to destroy Washington, DC, and called Osama bin Laden to warn Washington of His coming judgment. Osama bin Laden hated America. He would most likely refuse to do so because he would WANT God to destroy Washington. And this is precisely what motivates Jonah to run away. He HOPES God will destroy Nineveh. The last thing he wants to happen is for Nineveh to be spared.  


B. So God gets his attention through a terrific storm at sea, and through a three-day submarine ride in a fish. Jonah obediently goes to Nineveh and preached to them, and wouldn’t you know it, they repent, and God spares them. But now notice what Jonah does. He sets up camp on a hill outside the city, waiting to see what would happen, hoping against hope that God will go ahead and fry them anyhow. And he’s mad. He’s so angry at God that he wants to die. And God asks him: “Have you any right to be angry?” Jonah does not reply.  


But God pushes the matter a bit further. God causes a vine to grow up overnight to shade Jonah’s head from the burning desert sun. And Jonah’s happy about the vine. Then God causes a worm to kill the vine and it withers over night. And again, Jonah is so angry about the vine’s withering, that he declares that he wants to die.  


And again, God asks Jonah if he has any right to be angry about the vine. And Jonah blows his stack and claims that he does have a right to be angry about the vine. And God points out the extreme irony:  Jonah is so concerned about a vine. He claims to have a right to be angry when the vine dies. God is concerned about a city of over 100,000 people.  


C. What do we make of Jonah’s anger? Why did he become so angry?  


First, clearly this is not a godly anger, even though a case could be made for it. Jonah wanted God’s enemies destroyed. What could be more righteous than that? And yet his anger is certainly a sinful anger that does not qualify as a righteous and godly anger. 

Second, we should note that Jonah is a believer. He knows a lot about God. The book of 2 Kings records that he was a prophet of God, who faithfully delivered God’s message to Israel. And yet he still became sinfully angry.  


Third, Jonah’s sinful anger came as a result of his rebelling against God. Jonah had his own agenda, and it was incompatible with God’s agenda. Jonah did not get his way, and so he was filled with rage against God.  


Fourth, even though Jonah knew a lot about God, he did not really know his God. And for this reason, Jonah was not godly.  Notice what he confesses about God. 4:1 But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD, "O LORD, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.
Isn’t ironic that Jonah confesses that God is “compassionate” and “slow to anger and abounding in love,” and by his own anger, Jonah shows himself to be lacking in all of these godly qualities and therefore is ungodly.  

V. HOW PEOPLE CHANGE.


So, how do people change? How do those deep in the grip of unjust anger ever escape?



A. We live in a day of unbalance, where we nearly worship emotions. Generally speaking, our culture considers our feelings to be pure and good, and to be fully expressed at all times if we are to be fully human. This is none other than the fruit of a nineteenth century philosophy called “romanticism”, which was itself a reaction to an eighteenth century philosophy called “rationalism.”Add to this the pervasive teaching of humanistic psychology which asserts that God is not there, that we ourselves are god, and that the self is always pure and good and noble and trustworthy to do the right thing. We see the fruits of such romanticism today in such phrases as: “if it feels good, do it,” “follow your heart,” and “it can’t be wrong when it feels so right.”  


But to stress the emotional nature as predominant is an unbalanced approach to understanding the way God made us. God gave us affections, but also a mind and will. We are thinking, feeling, and choosing creatures. And all of these areas of our personality have been corrupted by sin. The mind is twisted so that it sets itself up against the knowledge of God. The affections have been corrupted so that we are at the mercy of passions that are out of control, so that we hate what God loves and love what God hates. And the will has been galvanized against God, and we are slaves to our sinful nature, slaves of sin and self.  


B.  Now a couple things should be said about this. One is that these three are not to be separated in salvation. We are not to respond to God merely on an intellectual level, nor on with our feelings only, nor only with our will power. When we come to faith in Christ, it is on all levels. We come to Christ believing his truth, trusting in his mercy and with a new obedience to his commands. Salvation is an act of the whole person.  


The other thing we should say is that the Holy Spirit’s purpose in salvation is not to destroy our human personality, but to renew it on all levels. God does not wish to destroy our minds, so that we become unthinking robots. Nor does he want to strip us of emotions so that we are unfeeling. Nor does he want to overrule our wills so that we become completely passive. God’s plan is to renew us: mind and affections and will.  


And this he does by the continual process of helping us to put away what is evil and wrong, and making us alive to that which is good. He doesn’t kill our minds: he opens our minds by his word. He doesn’t destroy our affections, but replaces evil passions with holy and godly affections. He doesn’t destroy our wills, but makes us willing to love and obey him.  


C. And yet, the primacy is placed on the renewing of the mind. It is through the mind that the heart is renewed, and the result is sanctified affections and holy living. Paul writes of this in Romans 12, after spending 11 chapters describing in detail what God has done for us through Christ in the Gospel, this is to be the response:  


12:1 “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. 3  For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned.”


D. The key word is “therefore.” The truth is that God has done this, THEREFORE we are to respond in an appropriate manner. And the way our lives are transformed, including our emotions and will, is the renewing of the mind. This world has a way of thinking that is in opposition to God. And all of us have been immersed in that way of thinking, so that we have swallowed a lot of it.  Transformation comes when our minds are renewed by God’s truth, by the Word of God.


I have often posed God’s process of change in these terms: “God’s truth engages the mind, which enflames the affections, which empowers the will for obedience and service.” But it all begins with the mind, with truth, with replacing worldly error and fantasy with godly accuracy and reality. 
VI. ENGAGING THE MIND FOR CHANGE.


It’s through knowing God, and knowing a bit about ourselves that we can grow in the grace to overcome unrighteous anger.  The truth is that we have not thought through adequately what the Bible teaches about God and about ourselves.  


A.  TRUTHS ABOUT GOD.  


What truths about God will help us re-adjust our thinking and our responses to frustrating circumstances? It is in understanding God’s sovereignty, his goodness and love and his wisdom that we can start to get a handle on unrighteous anger.  


1. God is sovereign. This mean he reigns and rules in his universe. God controls everything, even atoms and attitudes, raindrops and microbes. God always has his way. And so if we don’t like our circumstances, we must deal ultimately with God. 


This is not to say that God does not use secondary causes to accomplish his will. When someone steals from me, God is not stealing from me. The thief is the culprit and is responsible for his sinful act. And yet we must acknowledge that God also intended me to be robbed. Joseph was abducted and sold into slavery by his wicked brothers. And when it was all over, he recognized two hands in his abduction. The brothers intended it for evil, and were guilty. But Joseph has no trouble acknowledging that God also intended it to happen, only God intended it for good. And, by the way, there is no indication that Joseph spent any time in anger at his brothers (or God!’) or wallowing in self-pity. Belief in the sovereignty of God would not permit it.  


2. And the Bible teaches that God is good and loving toward all, but especially toward his own people. Again, Joseph could confess that God intended even the despicable acts of his brothers for good.  


Now let’s be sure we’re clear on this. The Bible teaches that God is good. In fact, God is infinitely, eternally and unchangeably good. It is not possible for God not to be good. For God to be not good, he must change his essential nature, which would mean he would need to cease to be God, which is impossible. Of course God is also holy and just, and so he must condemn rebellious sinners. And yet God shows his goodness and love by making a way of salvation, through the sacrifice of his perfect Son on a cross for sinners. 


And if you have put your faith in Christ, if you have been born again, you are made right with God. His just wrath has been completely turned aside forever, because your punishment was endured for you by Christ himself. This means that God can only will for you that which is good. Do you understand that? It is only possible for God to will for you that which is good.  It is impossible for a good God whose righteous wrath against you has been completely satisfied by Christ’s death for you, it is impossible then for that good God to desire for you anything other than what is good for you.  


Now when you couple this with the truth that God is sovereign, that he always gets his way in every situation, then the only conclusion is that everything, absolutely everything that happens to the believer is for the believer’s good. If you are a believer, if you are united to Christ through faith in his work for you on the cross, then it is impossible for you to point to any situation or circumstance in your life that is not for your good. This is astounding.  


3. But there is one more piece to the equation. God is also perfectly wise. And because God is infinite, eternal and unchangeable in wisdom, he also knows what is good and best for us. Again, God is wise enough to know that Joseph’s kidnapping, slavery, and imprisonment in Pharaoh’s dungeon would result in Joseph’s exaltation to second in command of Egypt, as well as the salvation of his people from the dreadful, seven-year famine.  Paul writes in Romans 8:28: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” And there we have all three: because God is sovereign, he works; because he is good, he works for our good; and because he is wise, he works all things together. 


So the fender bender, the cranky neighbor, the layoff at work, the water in your basement, the rejection by the cool group, the stolen credit card, the damaging rumor about you, the death of your child, the infidelity of your spouse, the betrayal by a friend— believer, hear me: a powerful, loving and wise God is at work in these for your good. It can be no other way. And this God invites you to trust him, to rest in him, to work for positive change where you can, and to leave the rest up to him. Unrighteous anger is a faithless response, either forgetting or refusing to believe that God is almighty and kind, and he knows what he’s doing.  


B.  TRUTHS ABOUT OURSELVES.


1.  Now there are some truths about ourselves which we need to come to terms with if we are to break with unrighteous anger for good. I said “ourselves” (plural) because “ourself” is not a word, and because these truths aren’t just about you, but about others as well, about all of us.  


And the unvarnished truth is that we are sinful and failing human beings. We are being reclaimed and renewed by Christ, but there’s still a lot of the “sinful and failing” hanging around. And much of our anger is the result of the “sinful and failing” that lingers on.  


2. We are sinners. And part of this means that we are terribly self-centered. We want our way. And when we don’t get our way, we become frustrated and eventually angry. But the anger is from within, from our own selfish desire to get our way. What’s more, we have the strong propensity to view ourselves in the best light, while we view others with less favor. Psychologists call this “self-serving bias,” which is considered a “well-documented tendency.”  Christian psychologist Paul Vitz explains: “For example, in experiments where people are allowed to succeed or to fail, independent of their own actions, subject reliably attribute success to their own efforts and failure to things other than themselves. For instance, failure might be due to bad luck, to the intrinsic difficulty of the task, or to the mediocre or incompetent partner they had in the experiment. In short, human beings are very prone to take responsibility for success and to blame others or circumstances for failure. Related to this is the fact that most people see themselves as “above average” in most important respects.” (Psychology as Religion, p. 20).  


We Americans seem even more susceptible to this self-centered pride. Vitz describes a 1989 study of mathematical skills which compared students in eight different countries. In mathematical competence, American students ranked lowest, Korean students ranked highest. But the students were also asked to rate how good they were at mathematics. In this Americans ranked highest and Koreans ranked lowest!    


Now put these two together: We tend to feel pretty good about ourselves and our abilities, and at the same time we tend to blame failures on others. So when things go wrong, my sinful tendency is to blame others. But the fact is that I am a sinful and failing. Things are going to “go wrong” a lot, and yet God loves me and forgives me in Christ, and Christ is at work in me to bring about positive transformation.  


3. But this means that we are surrounded by sinful and failing people as well. And the same grace we expect from God, we are to extend to others. In fact, just after teaching us the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus followed up by saying that our forgiving others is really a watershed indication of our own forgiveness by God. If we are forgiven, we will freely forgive.  

VII.  ANGER DEFEATING RESPONSES. 


A. Now these truths should be stirring our minds and affecting our hearts. God is in control, he loves me, and he knows what’s best. So that means those utterly frustrating and disappointing events of this past week were sent by God, intended for my good. The packaging may have been unattractive, but inside were truly good gifts and love letters from God.  


And my own still sinful heart tends to twist my perception of my situation, so that I lean toward self-advancement, self-pity and blaming others. And I really ought not to expect too much out of others because they, like me, are still crippled by sin.  


B. And by faith, I need to respond to God’s truth in ways that will derail and defeat anger out of the chute.  


1.  The first of these anger defeating responses is understanding and trust. By faith, we believe these truths as the very Word of God, which they are. We do not let the world squeeze us into its way of thinking, but we grow up in the renewed mind given by the Holy Spirit as he teaches us the ways of God in the Bible.  


2. Second, then, is submission to God. We accept from his hand whatever comes to us. We say with Christ, “nevertheless, not my will but Thine be done.” When God’s plans and my plans clash, we bow to God’s way, believing it to be best for us.  


3. Thirdly, we repent of those sinful and self-centered attitudes and actions that say to God and others “My way or the highway!” We recognize these sinful ways to be the real culprit, and with God’s help seek to put them to death. 


4. Fourth, we come to God in thankfulness. God calls us into a trusting relationship with the greatest person there is—himself! We are not at the fate of impersonal forces, but are being cared for by our heavenly Father, who is strong, loving and wise.  


5. And fifth is obedience to God’s revealed will in the Scriptures. We are not to sit back and let God make it happen. We are actively to obey him. Does the situation call for us to “speak the truth in love” to others? Then we talk through our conflicts humbly and prayerfully. Do we need to apologize for our past behavior? Then we humble ourselves and seek forgiveness. We don’t wait for the other to come to us, we take the active role in obeying what God has clearly commanded us in the Scriptures.  


Trusting God’s sovereignty is not the same as fatalism, which encourages a resignation and passivity to all that happens to us as “fate.” If we are sick, we accept it as God’s will that we are sick. But we still pray to be well, and we still go to the doctor. It’s just that we don’t kick and scream and fuss and fume if we don’t get better right away. We trust that we are in God’s loving hands, and can rest in his wise mercy and providential care.  

____________________________________________________________________________________________


