Lesson 10: Anger, Restraint, and the
Rule of the Spirit

Anger is not a strange intruder in the Christian life. It is a powerful
emotion that can either reflect God’s righteousness or reveal our own folly.
Proverbs assumes that we will get angry, but it exposes the danger of anger
left unchecked and praises the beauty of self-control under the fear of the
LORD. In this lesson we will see that anger often arises either from a sense
of injustice (“This is wrong!”) or from fear (“I don't like this!”), and that true
wisdom is not letting anger rule us, but bringing our anger under the rule of Christ by His Spirit.

Anger does not rule the wise.

Their anger, whether rooted in injustice or fear,

is under the rule of the Spirit.

What is Anger?

In this first section, the goal is simply to name what we are dealing with. Before we ask how to
handle anger, we need to understand what anger is and why it so often shows up in our hearts.

Anger is not a random spike of emotion. Biblically, anger is a response of the heart to something
we perceive as wrong, threatening, or out of order. It is how we react when we think, “this should not
be happening” or “this is going to go badly.” Proverbs assumes this will be part of life in a fallen world.
It does not say, “never be angry”, but instead speaks of the wise being slow to anger (Proverbs 14:29),
of words that stir up anger or turn it away (Proverbs 15:1), and of the fool who “Gives full vent to his
spirit” (Proverbs 29:11). In other words, Scripture takes anger for granted; what it questions is whether
our anger is wise or foolish, restrained or unchecked.

It is also important to remember that anger, in itself, is not automatically sinful. God is “slow to
anger” (Exodus 34:6; Numbers 14:18; Nehemiah 9:17; Psalm 86:15, 103:8, 145:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2) and
His anger is always holy, measured, and directed against real evil. Our problem is that our anger,
unlike God’s, is entangled with ignorance, pride, fear, and unbelief. James reminds us “for the anger of
man does not produce the righteousness of God.” (James 1:20) Even when our anger starts from something
that really is wrong, it very easily slides into something that is not righteous.

One of the most useful ways to think about our own anger is to recognize two common roots. Very
often, when you feel anger rising, it is coming from one of these places (and sometimes both at once).

« First, anger can be a response to perceived injustice. This is the inner cry of “this is wrong!”
Sometimes that sense of wrong is in line with God’s standards; when we see cruelty, deceit,
oppression, or abuse, it is right to feel moral concern and displeasure. But often our sense of
“injustice” is mixed with self-importance: “You didn’t treat me the way I think I deserve” or
“You interfered with my plans, my comfort, my preferences.” We sometimes baptize hurt pride
and offended ego as “righteous anger” when, in fact, we are simply angry that our kingdom (not
God’s) got bumped.

+ Second, anger can be an expression of fear. Here the inner voice sounds more like, “I don’t like
this” or “I don’t like what might happen.” We feel exposed, vulnerable, or out of control and
instead of showing that we are afraid, we get mad. Anger becomes a way to feel strong when we
are actually anxious or insecure. Parents, for example, may explode at a child out of fear for
their future. A husband or wife may lash out in an argument because they are afraid of losing
respect or being shamed. Underneath the raised voice and sharp words there is often a quieter
reality: “I am afraid, and I don’t trust the Lord — or you — with this.”




Those two roots, perceived injustice and fear, are not the only ways anger shows up, but they
describe a great deal of what we experience. They also give you something concrete to work with as
you examine your own heart. When you think back on a moment of anger, you can ask:

I. In that situation, what did I feel was “wrong”?

2. And what was I afraid might happen if things continued the way they were?

Very often the LORD will use questions like that to uncover what you were really loving, protecting,
or worshiping in that moment.

All of this needs to be set under the larger category that Proverbs loves: the fear of the LORD. The
fundamental question is not whether you ever get angry. Anger is normal and common. If someone
truly never gets angry, there is a problem. (That’s the other ditch.) Rather than asking whether you get
angry, who rules you when you are angry? The wise man or woman, who fears the LORD, learns to be
“slow to anger” (Proverbs 14:29) and counts it “glory to overlook an offense” (Proverbs 19:11). The fool, by
contrast, is ruled by his emotions: “A fool gives full vent to his spirit, but a wise man quietly holds it back.”
(Proverbs 29:11) Anger, then, becomes a kind of spiritual thermometer: it reveals what we care about,
what we fear, and whether our heart in that moment is bowing to the LORD or to our own pride and
anxieties.

The Folly and Destruction of Unchecked Anger

If anger is a response of the heart to what we perceive as wrong or threatening, unchecked anger is
what happens when that response is allowed to run free without the fear of the LORD or the rule of
the Spirit. Proverbs is relentlessly honest about where that leads. It shows us that uncontrolled anger
does not merely “let off steam”; it enslaves the person who indulges it, damages everyone nearby, and
multiplies sin.

Unchecked anger first enslaves the angry person. ‘A fool gives full vent to his spirit, but a wise man
quietly holds it back.” (Proverbs 29:11) The fool tells himself he is being “honest” or “real”, but in reality
he is being ruled by his emotions. Instead of governing his spirit, he is driven by it. Proverbs uses an
even stronger picture when it says, ‘A man without self-control is like a city broken into and left without
walls.” (Proverbs 25:28) A city without walls cannot keep danger out; anything and anyone can march
in. That is what happens when anger is allowed to flare unchecked: circumstances, provocations, and
fears from the outside world are given direct access to the heart, and the person becomes reactive,
touchy, and easily manipulated.

Unchecked anger also destroys relationships and communities. “A hot-tempered man stirs up strife,
but he who is slow to anger quiets contention.” (Proverbs 15:18) Notice that the hot-tempered man doesn’t
just have strife; he stirs it up. His presence in a home, a church, or a workplace is like constant
churning of the water; nothing can settle, nothing can rest. Proverbs goes further: “A man of wrath stirs
up strife, and one given to anger causes much transgression.” (Proverbs 29:22)

Angry people rarely sin alone. Their words, tone, and volatility drag others into patterns of fear,
defensiveness, and retaliation. “As charcoal to hot embers and wood to fire, so is a quarrelsome man for
kindling strife.” (Proverbs 26:21). In other words, an angry, quarrelsome person is like lighter fluid on
the conflicts around them; wherever there is a spark, they make it into a blaze.

Unchecked anger also leads to rash and foolish decisions. “A man of quick temper acts foolishly”
(Proverbs 14:17). When the heart is hot, judgment is clouded. We say things we would never say in a
calmer moment; we make threats, promises, and decisions that create long-term consequences for a
short-term surge of emotion. Proverbs 17:14 warns, “The beginning of strife is like letting out water, so quit
before the quarrel breaks out.” Once the dam is cracked, the water will not politely stop where we want it
to stop. In the same way, once we indulge our anger, especially when it is mixed with fear about what
might happen, we quickly find ourselves saying and doing things we never intended.




Unchecked anger is also deeply contagious. It forms and deforms the people around us. Proverbs
commands, “Make no friendship with a man given to anger, nor go with a wrathful man, lest you learn his
ways and entangle yourself in a snare.” (Proverbs 22:24-25) Anger trains. We pick up the ways of the
people we live with, work with, and admire. Children in particular are discipled by the emotional
habits of their parents. An angry father, an easily provoked mother, an explosive church leader, these
are not only sinning themselves; they are setting patterns that others will imitate and suffer under for
years to come.

None of this means that the wise person is cold, detached, or indifferent to evil. Proverbs is not
commending apathy. But it is showing us that anger left to itself is never safe. When anger, whether
rooted in perceived injustice or in fear, is not examined and restrained under the fear of the LORD, it
becomes a destructive force, enslaving the one who indulges it and harming those who live in its blast
radius. James reminds us that “the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God.” (James 1:20)
That is the sobering verdict on unchecked anger: whatever else it may accomplish, it will not produce
the righteousness God desires.

As you think about your own life, you might ask: Where has my anger, especially the anger I justify,
been stirring up strife rather than quieting it? Where have my words or reactions functioned like fuel
on the fire instead of water on the flames? Those questions prepare the way for the next movement in
the lesson, where Proverbs holds up something far better: the glory and strength of Spirit-ruled
restraint.

The Glory of Spirit-Ruled Restraint

If unchecked anger is so destructive, it might be easy to assume that the goal is simply to suppress
emotion or to become the sort of person who is never moved by anything. Proverbs gives us a very
different picture. It does not praise coldness or apathy; it praises restraint, a heart that still feels deeply,
but is ruled by wisdom and by the fear of the LORD rather than by impulse. What looks like “holding
back” on the surface is, in reality, a form of spiritual strength and beauty.

Proverbs 16:32 says, “Whoever is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he who rules his spirit than
he who takes a city.” In the world’s eyes, the hero is the one who conquers cities and defeats enemies. In
God’s eyes, the greater victory is to conquer your own temper. The truly strong person is not the one
who can dominate a room with volume or force of personality, but the one who, by the Spirit, can rule
his spirit when he has every “right” to explode. Slowness to anger is not weakness; it is evidence that
the heart is not being dragged around by every provocation.

Proverbs also connects this restraint with wisdom and glory. “Whoever is slow to anger has great
understanding” (Proverbs 14:29). Anger rushes; wisdom thinks. When we are slow to anger, we make
room to ask what is really happening: what is actually wrong, what we may not be seeing, and what
the LORD might be doing. In the same vein, “Good sense makes one slow to anger, and it is his glory to
overlook an offense.” (Proverbs 19:11) Overlooking an offense here does not mean pretending that evil is
good or that serious sin does not matter. It means that in many everyday slights and annoyances, the
wise person counts it a kind of honor to let the matter drop, to absorb the wrong rather than insisting
on personal vindication. As Peter says, “love covers a multitude of sins.” (1 Peter 4:8) That kind of
restraint only makes sense for someone who trusts that God sees, knows, and will set things right.

One of the most visible ways this Spirit-ruled restraint shows itself is in our speech. ‘A soft answer
turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” (Proverbs 15:1) When someone else is angry, our
instinct is often to match their tone, defend ourselves, or win the argument. Proverbs teaches the
opposite: a gentle answer has real power to defuse a situation that harsh words would inflame. The
person who fears the LORD is not trying to win the moment; they are trying to honor God and pursue
peace. Similarly, “It is an honor for a man to keep aloof from strife, but every fool will be quarreling.”
(Proverbs 20:3) The fool always seems to “have a problem” with someone. The wise man or woman is
not eager to jump into every conflict. They are willing, when conscience allows, to step back from
strife rather than rushing into it.




Seen together, these proverbs give us a positive vision to set alongside the warnings of the previous
section. The wise are not emotionless, and they are not indifferent to evil. They feel the sting of
injustice and the pull of fear just as we do, but their anger does not sit in the driver’s seat. Under the
rule of the Spirit, they learn to be slow to anger, quick to listen, careful in speech, and eager for peace.
That kind of restraint is not natural; it is supernatural. It is one of the ways the Spirit makes the
likeness of Christ visible in ordinary, everyday provocations.

This sets the stage for the final movement of the lesson. If this is the glory of Spirit-ruled restraint,
how do sinners like us actually grow in it? How do we move from indulging sinful anger to putting it
off and putting on the character of Christ? That is where we turn next.

Putting off Sinful Anger and Putting on Christ

By now we have seen what anger is, where it often comes from, and what happens when it is left
unchecked. The remaining question is not, “how do I become a naturally calm person?” but, “how do I
learn, as a Christian, to put off sinful anger and put on Christ?”

Scripture locates this battle in the conflict between flesh and Spirit. Paul says, “Walk by the Spirit,
and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.” (Galatians 5:16) Fits of anger stand among the “works of
the flesh” (Galatians 5:19-21), while patience, gentleness, and self-control are fruit of the Spirit
(Galatians 5:22-23). That means angry reactions are never just “my personality”; they are moments
where either the flesh or the Spirit is ruling me.

Ephesians 4 shows what change looks like. On the one hand, Paul says, “Be angry and do not sin; do
not let the sun go down on your anger” (Ephesians 4:26). Anger will arise, but it must not be cherished,
brooded over, or allowed to harden into bitterness. A few verses later he commands, “Let all bitterness
and wrath and anger...be put away from you” and then immediately adds, “Be kind to one another,
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.” (Ephesians 4:31-32) That is the pattern:
put off sinful anger, put on Christlike kindness and forgiveness, and do it in light of the gospel “as God
in Christ forgave you.”

Practically, this means learning to respond differently before, in, and after the moment of anger.
Beforehand, we ask the LORD to expose our particular triggers: the situations where we feel especially
wronged or especially afraid. In the moment, we aim to be “Guick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger”
(James 1:19), sometimes by simply choosing silence or stepping away so we do not give the flesh the
steering wheel. Afterward, where we have sinned, we confess it plainly to God and to the people we
have harmed, not excusing it as “just how I am”, but naming it as what it is and seeking forgiveness.
Over time, these repeated acts of repentance and faith are how the Spirit teaches us to rule our anger
instead of being ruled by it.

Conclusion

Anger, then, is not something the Christian will simply outgrow or avoid. In a fallen world we will
keep facing real wrongs and real fears, and our hearts will keep reacting. Proverbs helps us see what is
happening: anger as a response to perceived injustice, anger as a mask for fear, anger that destroys
when it runs free, and the surprising glory of a heart that is slow to anger and ruled by the fear of the
LORD.

The hope of this lesson is not that we will never feel angry again, but that anger will not rule us. In
Christ we have a Savior who bore the wrath we deserved, who is patient with our weakness, and who
has given us His Spirit. By that Spirit we can learn, little by little, to put off sinful anger and to put on
His patience, gentleness, and self-control, so that even our strongest emotions are brought under the
gracious rule of our King.



