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Be Angry! 

I was wanDng to preach on anger in this passage in Ephesians. While I was wriDng this, I came 
upon a sermon by Tim Keller called “Healing Anger” that said what I wanted to say be=er than I 
was saying it. So this sermon today owes a great deal to the former pastor of Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church in New York City.  

Anger is a dark emoDon. It feels bad. It feels bad when you are angry, it feels bad when you are 
the one somebody else is angry at. It feels bad, so we tend to think that anger somehow is bad.  

Anger can certainly can be destrucDve. Research indicates that anger is very hard on our bodies. 
Anxiety, sadness, depression—all the negaDve emoDonal states are hard on us physically, but 
nothing beats anger for its capacity to accelerate heart disease. Your risk of heart a=ack doubles 
within two hours of an angry outburst. And your risk of stroke triples.  

Anger is hard on relaDonships. It sDfles communicaDon undermines trust and takes the fun out 
of things. People can become fearful and avoid each other.  

Anger destroys our judgement. When I am angry, I say dumb things, I have dumb ideas, I make 
dumb decisions. I recall leaving my apartment in Toronto many years ago. It was morning and I 
was walking a few blocks to work. I don’t remember what I was mad about—somebody had 
done something I didn’t like and I was stewing about it I guess. Anyhow, I was in a rage and 
chewing this person out in my head. Suddenly I stopped--I had forgo=en something. I turned 
around, stomped down the sidewalk, stomped up the stairs, went to the kitchen, opened the 
freezer, took my wallet out of my pocket and put it in the freezer and slammed the door. I was 
almost all the way to work before it occurred to me what I had done. When we are really angry, 
we are kind of crazy. The phrase “to be beside oneself” sort of sums that up.  

Anger begets anger. In the 70’s the 80’s we were supposed to stop sDfling our anger. The pop 
psychology was that anger would build up unless we vented it. So there was a period a few 
decades ago when expressing anger was in vogue—let it all hang out, man. But the current 
wisdom seems to be that it’s the other way around. The cause of anger is oZen anger itself. It 
can be a  habit and its highly contagious. I am angry with you, you are angry with me, you get 
angrier, so I get angrier. Over the top, aggressive anger gets passed back and forth and 
escalates. VenDng doesn’t help much, in fact it can be causing the anger problem. 

Anger can create a kind of downward spiral. As I was saying anger feels bad, makes us look bad 
to ourself and to others. So we are inclined to deny that we are angry at all. This is usually a 
mistake. We hide our anger because we are ashamed of it. You’ve offended me, I am angry, my 



self-esteem is threatened, so I become compeDDve, I want to prove that I’m be=er than you 
that you are so far beneath me that you can’t affect me. I don’t want to admit that you’ve 
somehow go=en to me. I don’t want to admit that you have power in my life.  

This is not good. At this point I’m lying to myself. I’m out of touch with reality. And privately I 
think that its your fault. So now I want to punish you even more. So I get even angrier, more 
aggressive. All so that I can keep pretending that somehow I’m not angry at all! When in fact I’m 
very angry and 95% of it now is my own damn fault. All because I couldn’t bear the shame of 
admiang that someDmes I get angry.  

* 

So is anger is dangerous. But you can’t say its bad.  

If you are a ChrisDan you take Scripture and theological thought seriously. And in Scripture, 
anger can’t very well be bad, because God gets angry. “The Lord thy God is a jealous God.” That 
means angry God. The 7th Psalm says “God judgeth the righteous, and God is angry with the 
wicked every day.” There are numerous references to the wrath of God.  

And of course, Jesus gets angry. OZen. He was angry at the moneychangers in the temple, angry 
at the religious leaders, angry when he was at the tomb of Lazarus. These are not just 
references to Jesus being a li=le irritated, a li=le Dcked. In the Greek, the verbs indicate a hot 
anger. Jesus bellows, he snorts with rage. Jesus is a zealot, not a mild mannered fellow at all. 
Not a very fla=ering picture.  

Texts like our ChrisDan Scriptures do not tend to preserve things that are unfla=ering to their 
hero. Bible scholars reason that when unfla=ering things are preserved, they are preserved 
because they are undeniable. By that reasoning the fact that Jesus was at Dmes extremely angry 
appears to be amongst the most solidly historical things we know about him.  

So what do we do with that? 

Well clearly anger is not a sin. It is an a=ribute of God. It is a clearly a fact about Jesus. The 
passage from Ephesians that we are focussing on this morning also indicates that anger is not a 
sin in ChrisDan teaching. “Be angry, but sin not.” 

So might there not actually be something good, something Godly about anger? This is where I 
am grateful to Tim Keller, because he points out something very interesDng. The Scriptures 
consistently point to a parDcular way of being angry that is idenDfied as Godly. To be quick to 
anger is condemned, but in Scripture the ability to be slow to anger is praised. To be slow to 
anger is consistently described as a virtue. Yes, God is angry in Scripture. But the text frequently 
goes to pains to point out that God’s anger comes on slow.  



In Exodus 34, Moses asks God to “show me Your glory,” The glory of God is more-or-less the 
same thing as God’s essence. Moses is asking who God is in God’s irreducible essence. God 
responds “I will declare My name for you…I am the Lord, slow to anger.” I think that’s 
remarkable. It seems to be saying that the one most important thing about God is that it takes a 
lot to make God angry.   

And here it is again in Psalm 103 “The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 
plenteous in mercy. 

So anger is good it’s a virtue, as long as it is slow anger. A close look at our text for today implies 
as much: “Be angry but sin not.” The Greek verb there is not “you may be angry” as in its okay 
to be angry. It is more like “you should be, you must be, angry.” 

In fact, it is a sin not to be angry, at Dmes, at least. I don’t have a Scripture reference but we 
have this noteworthy teaching from the early Church Father, John Chrysostom, bishop of 
ConstanDnople: “He who is not angry, whereas he has cause to be, sins. For unreasonable 
paDence is the hotbed of many vices, it fosters negligence, and incites not only the wicked but 
the good to do wrong.” I think that’s very true. As a person who avoids expressing anger, I can 
a=est that being too slow to anger is also a vice. This is also implied in our passage from 
Ephesians: “Be angry but sin not. Let not the sun go down upon thy wrath.” In other words: 
don’t go to bed angry.  

So I guess to be slow to anger is a virtue, but best to get it done before the end of day.  

So what’s good about anger? What’s good about anger is that it is in a sense a form of love. 
Anger is not the opposite of love. Hate is the opposite of love. Perhaps you could say 
indifference is the opposite of love. Think about it. What makes you angry? You don’t get angry 
about things you don’t care about. You get angry when something you love is threatened. God 
is angry because God loves. We get angry because we love.  

Anger, ironically is an expression of love. It is love in acDon. It is love moving in defence of that 
which we love.  

So anger is dangerous. But its essenDally a good thing depending on how we conduct ourselves 
in anger. Never angry: not good. Quick to anger: not good. Slow to anger: that’s good. In fact its 
an appropriate, even Godly expression of love.  

Just before we wrap up, What is it parDcularly that is good about being slow to anger? I think 
it’s a ma=er of what you do between the sDmulus and the response. What you make of the 
Dme--and not too long Dme--that elapses between the thing that triggers our anger and the 
Dme when we express it.  

If I use that Dme to ruminate, to build my anger, that’s not so good is it. 



On the other hand I can use that Dme to choose an aatude, to choose a Dme, to choose the 
words I will use to do what it says a li=le earlier in the book of Ephesians: “to speak the truth in 
love.” 

And that interval between the sDmulus and the response is a moment ripe for spiritual growth. 
It is a precious thing to know what you truly love and in that interval between the thing that 
triggers my anger and the Dme I chose to speak the truth in love I can discover what I truly love.  

I find remarkable that we know so li=le about ourselves. People apparently want to be happy, 
but oddly we don’t seem to know what really makes us happy. We all seem to want money. And 
if you struggle every month to pay the rent a lack of money may well be between you and 
happiness. But aZer your basic needs are met more money can easily be a source of misery. The 
substances we abuse, the things we do to amuse ourselves: we do these things in an effort to 
find happiness. But they don’t work. Most of us, I think really don’t know what makes us happy.  

And people oZen don’t know what they really love. But anger with a li=le reflecDon will tell you 
what you love. Ask yourself the quesDon: what in my world is being threatened? what is my 
anger seeking to protect? I find I have to ask the quesDon more than once. The first answer is 
usually only partly true. I have to get in behind the first answer and be a li=le ruthless with 
myself.   

So that’s it. Don’t get me wrong. The only thing I have said this morning that I can own for 
myself is reflecDng on what makes me angry. I pre=y much always think hard about what makes 
me angry so that I can learn about myself.  

But the rest of it? I’m not slow to anger. I’m more into denying that I’m angry, pretending that 
I’m not that I’m somehow above all that. I don’t know why. There’s not much that I’m ashamed 
of. I will admit to all kinds of negaDve things: I’ll admit when I’m jealous, when I’m sad, when 
I’m confused or overwhelmed. But for some reason I have trouble admiang when I’m angry. I 
let it go on too long, I overthink the whole situaDon, I avoid the simple, clean, humble 
admission “Yes, right now I am angry with you because...” I don’t like to do that.  

So I hope you do be=er with this than me.  

Amen. 
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