The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 14, Year B

The Text: Ephesians 4:25-5:2

“The Trouble with Anger”
“Be angry but do not sin.” That translation validates our experience of anger. Many people think that all anger is wrong, even sinful. If all anger is wrong and sinful, then we’ve got a huge problem, because there are many places in the Old Testament that tell us about God’s anger. If all anger is wrong, then God is wrong, and if God is wrong, then we’re in a real pickle. 
It’s not just the Old Testament that talks about God’s anger. Mark 3:5 tells how Jesus looked at some Pharisees with anger and was deeply distressed because of their stubborn hearts. If Jesus’ anger was wrong, if he sinned in that, then our salvation just flew out the window; but anger isn’t wrong in itself! It’s the right response, it’s even a Godly response to sin.

If anger is the right response to sin, it’s normal for us to want to do something about it and sometimes anger can stir us up to act in love towards others. Righteous anger has called the Church to speak out against injustice in the past, like slavery, and in more recent times against things like abortion and domestic violence. In situations like that, God can use our anger for his own good purpose, so this verse isn’t calling us away from all anger, or calling us to be passive, as some suggest. That would be too horrible. What would it say about us if we witnessed an evil act and weren’t moved by it? Anger is the right and Godly response to sin, and because sin is in the world and because it infects each one of us, we’re always going to experience moments of anger as it manifests itself in and around us. Anger isn’t the issue in itself. It’s what we do with it that’s important. If our anger at sin causes us to sin, that’s what Paul is warning against.

The Apostle Paul goes on: “Do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the Devil.” 
Someone once spoke of ‘hot anger’ and ‘cold anger’, saying that ‘hot anger’ is not as dangerous as ‘cold anger’. Hot anger is what bubbles up in the moment, then it’s gone just as quickly; but cold anger is the type we brood over and take to bed with us at night, and I’m sure you all know the difference. Letting the sun go down on our anger means we’ve gotten angry about some sinful event, and we’ve stayed angry. And we stayed angry, because we couldn’t forgive what happened. The Devil loves to use this against us, because it isolates us from the person who’s done wrong and destroys our relationship and love for them. Our personal hurt, or indignation with others, causes us to withdraw from the offender’s presence. Left unaddressed that leads to rejection, then hatred and estrangement, and you’ve all seen that happen.
It’s sad enough that kind of anger can destroy good relations with our neighbour, but worse still, it has the power to damage our life with God and injure our soul. When anger gets perverted this way, we lose our sense of right and wrong. Common sense walks out the door and we become self-righteous souls, unable to see our own faults, but very aware of the faults in others. 
This is the kind of anger Jesus is talking about in Matthew 5:22. “Anyone who is angry with his brother or sister will be subject to judgement.” He’s not talking about the anger that bubbles up and is quickly gone. He’s talking about the kind of anger that wants to take revenge, that gives the devil a foothold, and can cause us to stand in opposition to God himself. But how could it get that far? Very easily. We got angry at sin and couldn’t forgive. We took something so personally that unforgiveness festered in our soul like a cancer. How tragic is that, and the devil rejoices!

So how do we deal with anger? There are two natural ways. One is to take your anger out on someone, or something else, so you kick the cat, or bop someone on the nose, which doesn’t help, and only makes a bad situation worse. There are other ways of doing that. A friend of mine bought a punching bag years ago. That was his way of taking his anger out on something else, which the cat would have appreciated, and might have saved someone’s nose, but I wonder whether that helps the anger that causes anyone to want to punch a bag. Sooner or later the bag gets a face, and if, or when that happens, you mightn’t be killing your neighbour in the flesh, but you’re doing it in the heart, which damages the soul.

The other natural way to deal with anger is to repress or deny it by internalizing it and driving it deep down inside. There was a Seinfeld episode about that years ago. Someone told George to repeat the phrase, “Serenity now,” whenever he was feeling angry, and if you ever watched that show, you’ll know that he used to get angry pretty often. It was hilarious watching him get angry and go into that mantra, and the angrier he got the faster and more frantically he would say it through clenched teeth: “Serenity now, Serenity now!” The punch line came at end when an academic told one of his friends that saying “Serenity now” would drive you crazy. That might have been a throwaway line in a television sit-com, but it’s so true. When we try to deny our anger and drive it down inside, we’re building a powder keg, and sooner or later it’s going to blow up in our face.

Most English translations of Ephesians 4:31 say something like this: “Get rid of all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice.” Reading it like that, it sounds simple; but how do you do it? Well, I bet you never thought you were going to get a grammar lesson today? There are two kinds of verbs in English: active and passive. An active verb is when you perform the action, and a passive verb is when the action is done to you. So actively, you might hit someone, and passively you are hit by someone else. In Greek there’s a third kind of verb called a middle verb, which is neither active, nor passive, but in between and implies cooperation from both parties. The verb in Ephesians 4:31 isn’t an active verb. If it was, it would mean we have to get rid of our anger all by ourselves. And it isn’t a passive verb either. If it was, we could expect someone else to get rid of our anger for us, meaning God has to do that. That verb is a middle verb, which means we’re meant to cooperate with God in that, and that makes sense, because we know we can’t get rid of our anger by ourselves, and it’s unreasonable to expect God to magically do it for us, without some kind of co-operation. So a better translation would be: “Let your anger be gotten rid of.”

How do we cooperate with God to get rid of our anger? The first thing is to name it; every last disgusting detail, and see what happens when we do that. We’re no longer denying it, or pushing it down inside; instead, we’re speaking it out, which is a good thing. And we’re not taking it out on someone else either, which is also a good thing. Giving our anger to God means telling him all about it, all the dreadful feelings it stirs up in us, and the revenge we’ve thought about taking. That’s safe ground, because God is big enough, and glorious enough, and gracious enough, to take it. We’re not going to hurt him; but we might feel ashamed, and because of that we might want to hold back. There’s a passage in Psalm 137 that shows us how honest we can be with God.

Psalm 137 is a lament by someone who was caught up in the exile when Babylon defeated Judah and carried its people away. It begins like this: “By the rivers of Babylon, where we sat down;” and it goes on to tell how the Babylonians had taken everything away from Judah, and then they had the gall to ask them to sing joyful, happy songs to entertain them, and naturally enough, that made them angry, and the last two verses spell out their anger very clearly. “O Babylon, you devastator! Happy are they who pay you back for what you’ve done to us! Happy are they who take your babies and dash them against the rocks.” Isn’t that disgusting! How could the Lord love anyone who can think such an evil thought? But then how can the Spirit heal a soul that has been so deeply wounded without that kind of confession. I’m sure the person who prayed that prayer eventually lost their desire to carry out that dark deed, as the Lord healed them and brought them back from the madness that comes when we give the devil a foothold.

This shows just how much we all need a Saviour like Jesus Christ to rescue us; not just at the end of time, but also in the here and now. And it’s not just when we sin. We need Jesus to rescue us just as much when the devil tries to use the sins of others to destroy us. As we confess our brokenness and our darkest thoughts before the Lord, and as we pray forgiveness, the Holy Spirit begins to heal our wounds and restore us. And of course, you know this doesn’t happen overnight. Just as it takes time to heal physical wounds, it takes take time to heal a wounded spirit too; but the Lord is faithful, and he has promised to heal all our wounds in Jesus Christ. So Lord we pray your grace and mercy again today, especially as anger is stirred up in us, that you guard our hearts and minds from the evil one, and heal all our wounds, for Jesus’ sake. Amen!
