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Introduction 
 Anybody know any angry people?  Anybody get angry this week?  What makes 

anger wrong?  Is anger ever right?  Today we’re looking just at verses 26 and 27 and they 

talk about the topic of anger. 

 If you’re just joining us, we’ve been going through Paul’s letter to the Ephesian-

area churches, a letter that starts off gushing about God’s love and grace and salvation, 

exciting reminders and explanations from Paul to these Christians of what it is that God 

had done for them in Jesus Christ.  The fact that he begins this way is no accident.  

Christianity doesn’t start off by saying, “Here’s what you have to do.”  It begins with, 

“Here’s what’s true!”  Good news… about Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection… in 

time and space and history… to make it possible for sinners to be forgiven and enjoy 

God’s presence for all eternity.  That’s the core, central message of Christianity – 

“Something spectacular has happened!  Let me tell you about it…”  [Last week I handed 

out a half-sheet of paper with many of the great truths found in chapters 1-3; if you didn’t 

get one you can pick one up in the back at the Information Table.] 

 That was the first half of this letter.  Then, starting in 4:1, we turned a big corner 

in Paul’s line of reasoning.  Paul said, “Therefore, in light of what is true, here now is 

what you should do.”  And he starts off this new segment with some directives 

concerning community life followed by an exhortation to be different from the world 

they were saved from.  And now he’s unpacking that further with some specific examples 

of worldliness and how Christians should be different. 

 Last week we saw that Christians should speak truth to each other as they are 

surrounded by a culture of lies.  Next week we’ll look at how we approach work and 

careers.  Over the next couple months we’ll get to talk about sex, time management, 

alcohol, marriage…  But as we do, keep in mind that every behavior we talk about is 

done “from life rather than for life, not for gain but out of gratitude…  [A Christian] 

obeys God,” writes one wise and godly Christian, “not as a sinner trying to win salvation, 
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but as a son [or daughter] of God rejoicing in the gift of salvation that is already his [or 

hers].”
1
 

 A person who has come to see God as holy and hating sin and yet also as kind and 

compassionate in forgiving sin on account of Jesus will have a totally different take on 

anger.  What is anger, really?  That’s what we’ll be exploring today.  And in short, what 

we’ll see from today’s text is just this: Christians need to have God’s heart for the 

world, not the world’s heart that desires to be God. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Righteous Anger 
 When we talk about anger, most people would think we have a problem and it’s 

that people are too angry.  Actually, we’ve got two things going on in our world with 

regard to anger, and this verse addresses both.  On the one hand, we have a lot of very 

angry people, some who are short-fused and hot-tempered (did anyone see what Carlos 

Zambrano did recently to get suspended 6 games?), and some who are seething with 

anger and resentment at the circumstances they experienced years ago or something their 

parents did or didn’t do when they were children.  But on the other hand, we also have 

this mistaken notion floating around that equates virtue with emotionlessness, insipid 

niceness, which involves the absence of all anger.  I want to start off by asserting that one 

part of the problem with our world today is that people don’t get angry enough about 

certain things.  Let’s address this first. 

 We saw last week that v. 25 contained a quote from the OT – the Greek 

translation of Zechariah 8:16.  (Isn’t it interesting that a guy writing part of the Bible 

finds it important to quote the Bible?)  Well, the first part of v. 26 is another OT quote, 

this time from the Greek translation of Ps. 4:4 – “In your anger do not sin.”  The NIV 

even puts it in quotes.  Now literally, it reads – “Be angry and do not sin,” and the ESV 

reflects that.  “Be angry!” is an imperative, although it is most likely “a Hebrew idiom 

which permits and then restricts anger, rather than actually commanding it.”
2
 

 Nonetheless, it’s important to notice here that anger, in and of itself, is not 

denounced.  “Be angry, and yet do not sin” (NASB).  This implies that there is such a 

thing as ‘righteous anger’; there is a distinction between good anger and bad anger.  

Christians are supposed to have the former and not the latter.  It’s a permissible thing, a 

good thing even, to have ‘righteous indignation’.  John Stott, commenting on this verse, 

goes so far as to say that “there is a great need in the contemporary world for more 

Christian anger.”
3
  Hmmm…  The thing is that most people think that in order to become 

a Christian you have to be lobotomized. 

 This idea has been around awhile.  In Phaedrus Plato pictured a person’s calm 

rationality as a charioteer attempting to keep the steeds of ambition and passion under 

rein.  The Stoics saw the goal of life as being to suppress all appetites.  And sometimes 

this worldliness has seeped into the church’s theology, especially in its understanding of 

the impassibility of God.  Some people have maintained that this means God experiences 

no emotions whatsoever.  Is God void of feeling?  Particularly the emotion of anger? 

 A cursory glance at the Bible will reveal that he’s the most angry character in it!  

That’s a problem if you think that anger in and of itself is wrong.  The Lord’s anger burns 

against people, it is roused, provoked, stirred up, kindled.  He consumes nations in his 
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wrath – “In the greatness of your majesty you threw down those who opposed you.  You 

unleashed your burning anger; it consumed them like stubble.  By the blast of your 

nostrils the waters piled up [for the Israelites to walk through the Red Sea and then 

afterwards came crashing down to destroy the Egyptians” (Ex. 15:7-8).  

Anthropomorphism?  Anthropopathism?  Sure, but what are the metaphors ultimately 

saying about God?  That’s he’s not really capable of anger?  Or that he’s capable of more 

anger than our puny minds can conceive of? 

Even Jesus, everyone’s model nice guy, the perpetually tripped out hippie, the 

bringer of peace and love… got angry.  When his opponents tried to frame him to see if 

he would heal someone on the Sabbath we read in Mark 3:5 – “He looked around at them 

in anger and… said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’  He stretched it out, and his hand 

was completely restored.”  Oh, that’s so nice.  He showed compassion on the man with 

the shriveled hand.  Yeah, but did you catch that he was full of anger at the religious 

people who were using the man to uphold their compassionless, self-serving 

interpretation of the law?! 

 Now let’s look in the book of Ephesians.  It’s interesting that this same word for 

anger is used 2 times to speak of how God feels, it’s just translated as ‘wrath’ but it’s the 

same word.  Ephesians 2:3 – because of our sin “we were by nature objects of wrath 

[divine anger].”  And then not too far from here in Ephesians 5:6 – “Let no one deceive 

you with empty words, for because of such things God’s wrath [anger] comes on those 

who are disobedient.” 

Because of what things?  And here is where we start getting somewhere.  God 

gets angry, but why?  At what?  ‘Such things’ in 5:6 is referring to sexual immorality, 

impurity, greed, unthankfulness – vv. 3-4 – which are all summed up in v. 5 with one 

word – idolatry.  God gets angry at sin, not just because it’s breaking his random rules, 

but because it’s committing idolatry, it’s having another god before him. 

That’s the first commandment in the Ten Commandments – “You shall have no 

other gods before me” (Ex. 20:3).  Luther got it right when he said that no one ever 

breaks the other commandments – you shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, lie – 

unless you’ve first broken the first commandment.  When you steal you’re worshiping 

material goods instead of God.  When you lie you’re prizing people’s approval of you 

instead of God’s.  It’s idolatry.  Do you see how this works? 

That’s what provokes God’s anger – when someone suicidally turns from him – 

the source of all that’s good and satisfying, the benevolent Creator of the world, the 

rightful ruler of the universe – and worships/bows down to gods that really are no gods at 

all, that can’t satisfy, that only enslave, be they power, sex, money… what have you. 

And I know what you’re thinking – “How arrogant!  God gets angry when people 

don’t worship him and think he’s great?  What kind of a whiny God is that?  Sounds like 

an egomaniac or like a pouting child who doesn’t get attention or an insecure prima 

donna with a chip on her shoulder because nobody came to her party.”  And you’re right.  

It is an ugly trait in a finite and fallen human being.  But in an infinite and pure divine 

being it is a part of his beauty.  If a perfect, all-satisfying God didn’t desire others to 

know him and enjoy him, to gaze at and delight in him he would be vile Hate.  As it is, 

God’s passion for God’s own glory is the very thing that makes him pure Love.  Because 

he loves himself, he can love us.  If he didn’t make much of himself and instead made 

much of us he would not love us, he would hate us because he would be withholding 
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from us the very thing that can alone secure and satisfy us for ever.  God is not an 

idolater.  He has no other gods before himself. 

And so what arouses God’s anger is when people stubbornly, foolishly refuse to 

worship him and ruin themselves by looking to other gods, thinking they will make them 

happy.  What arouses his anger is when his name is maligned and his glory is mocked.  

This is God’s anger.  This is righteous anger. 

So carry that over to us.  What then does righteous anger look like in humans?  It 

means simply this: having God’s passion for God’s glory so that when his glory is 

defamed we get angry.  We should be angry when we see people blowing their lives on 

false gods and blowing off the one, true God.  It should arouse us when the Lord is 

scoffed at and laughed at and treated like an inconsequential little deity.  We should get 

angry at injustice, not because our rights are violated, but because God’s laws are.  I’m 

glad to see many people beginning to feel righteous anger at injustice – God’s creation 

being trashed, God’s image-bearers being sold as sex slaves.  We should also get riled up 

by heresy, not because it threatens our power, but because it tarnishes God’s name.  This 

reaction is sadly beginning to leave much of evangelicalism.  But you get the idea: 

righteous anger is anger that gets mad at the things God gets mad at.  And God gets mad 

at idolatry. 

A good example of this would be when Paul goes on ahead to Athens in Acts 17 

and while he was waiting around for his companions to join him he walked about the city 

and we read that “his spirit was provoked within him as he saw that the city was full of 

idols” (Acts 17:16).  It’s a different word for anger, but still proves the point.  The 

idolatry of the city made Paul angry.  If you’re a Christian, do you get angry at the state 

of things in this city or are you just only enamored with it?  I’m not talking about the fact 

that you get a parking ticket that you feel is unfair, but the fact that Jesus is mocked, 

maligned, misrepresented, ignored, evaded… 

But notice that Paul’s anger didn’t result in him declaring jihad.  It didn’t result in 

separation or him picking up and leaving in disgust.  It resulted in concern, dialogue, 

pleading.  His anger was mixed with distress.  This is an important point because we may 

think we are feeling righteous anger, but it’s not righteous unless it’s mingled with grief.  

That passage I quoted earlier where Jesus got angry… I left out a phrase.  “He looked 

around at them in anger and, deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts, said to the man, 

‘Stretch out your hand.’  He stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored.”  First 

of all, do you care enough to get angry?  Second of all, is your anger mingled with grief? 

One person put it this way – “Our grief over the sinner gets burned up in the zeal 

of our anger against the sin.  A person does something wrong and we get angry, but there 

is no grief over the person’s hardness.  We express our indignation for his sin, but we 

show no longing for his softening or reconciliation.”
4
  This does not fit with Jesus’ anger, 

therefore this is not righteous anger. 

Another aspect of God’s anger is that it is patient.  God is not irritable.  He does 

not fly off the handle with fits of rage.  Exodus 34:6-7 – “[God] passed in front of Moses, 

proclaiming, ‘The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, 

abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving 

wickedness, rebellion and sin.  Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished.’”  God’s 

complex.  That’s a complex conglomeration of emotions right there.  Idolatry warrants 

his anger – he will not leave the guilty unpunished – but he also has other emotions, like 



5 

love that qualify his anger.  He is compassionate, gracious, abounding in love and 

faithfulness, forgiving, and slow to anger. 

So if we are going to have righteous anger it must be accompanied by love and 

not be easily roused by little things, but steadily directed at the big thing, that is God’s 

glory being drug through the mud.  It’s curious that the Hebrew word translated as 

‘anger’ in Ps. 4:4 is literally ‘tremble’ and can refer to either quaking with rage or 

standing in awe of God.  But really it is both.  The only righteous trembling with anger at 

idolatry stems from a heart that trembles with amazement at God.  Do you? 

Christians need to have God’s heart for the world… a heart that desires 

nothing less than for God to be praised and that gets angered only when he’s not.  One of 

the ways we can be worldly is to think all anger is wrong, to have our righteous anger 

sedated.  Do you experience righteous anger… 

 

Unrighteous Anger 

Or do you find yourself full of unrighteous anger?  “In your anger… do not sin.”  

When is anger sin?  Obviously it can be.  Just a few verses down, anger is clearly 

denounced: v. 31 – “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along 

with every form of malice.”  Same word.  Other places in the NT similarly list anger as a 

vice – “My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to 

speak and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life 

that God desires” (James 1:19-20; cf. Col. 3:8).  So what does James mean by ‘man’s 

anger’?  What’s Paul talking about here? 

And I think it’s just this, as I said: Christians need to have God’s heart for the 

world that results in righteous anger, not the world’s heart that desires to be God 

which results in unrighteous anger.  Man’s anger, sinful anger is anger that stems from 

our passion for our own glory.  It comes from wounded pride.  It comes from a threat to 

our control.  Essentially, it comes from us wanting to be God ourselves! 

You see it very easily in a toddler’s temper tantrums.  Lucy’s started audibly 

growling with rage when we tell her to do something that she doesn’t want to do.  She 

doesn’t want to be under her parents’ benevolent authority; she wants to be the parent.  

She wants to be in control.  She wants more dessert and doesn’t want to be told No.  Even 

though if she ate as much dessert as she wanted she’d get sick and in the long run it 

wouldn’t be healthy.  She’s even started growling when she can’t make a toy do what she 

wants it to. 

In many ways we get more sophisticated when we grow up, we’re better able to 

mask our desires, but only to manipulate and maneuver people so that we still get our 

own way.  We’re still self-centered at the core.  When things don’t go our own way, we 

get angry.  Just think back to the things that triggered your anger this week.  What was 

happening there?  Why did you get angry at the red light?  Because you were in a hurry 

and you had important things to do and you wanted everyone else to just part to the side 

and bow down and let you get to where you wanted to go when you wanted to get there.  I 

wanted the checkbook and went to look for it in the drawer and it wasn’t there and I got 

angry at Andrea for moving it.  I want my will to be done.  The internet is moving slowly 

and I get angry because I basically want to be at the controls of the universe and have 

things happen at the push of a button.  I was looking forward to a certain meal this week 
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that got burned and so I burned with anger because I want my food, just like I like it, just 

when I want it. 

Or what about someone who really hurts us.  Are we angry because in that action 

God was not regarded as valuable, or because we were not.  Maybe it was a horrific thing, 

but in our anger what are we doing?  We are trying to punish, at least fantasizing of ways 

to punish, the offender.  And in that we are usurping God’s prerogative.  Romans 12:19 – 

“Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: ‘It is 

mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.”  We think we are God and can execute 

vengeance. 

Or how about this: have you ever gotten angry with yourself?  What’s going on 

there?  Well when you mess up or do something that you think is unbecoming of you, the 

thought of your own omnicompetence is being challenged.  Or you can’t bear the thought 

that others might think badly of you.  You want them to think highly of you, to worship 

you.  Your perceived Godhood is being contested and that makes you angry. 

Righteous anger is directed at idolatry – God not being worshipped as he 

deserves.  Unrighteous anger is fueled by idolatry, the #1 idolatry, the idolatry of self – us 

wanting to be God.  We want to be the center of the universe.  We don’t want to be 

inconvenienced.  We want ease, comfort, control, esteem, power.  And when we don’t get 

it – watch out!  The only One who is big enough and good enough to be able to always 

get his way, to be able to punish sin, to be worshipped is God.  But we SOO want to be 

him.  And so we are irritable, bitter, angry people. 

 

Anger’s Timetable 
 Be angry (righteous anger – God’s not treated as God) and do not sin (unrighteous 

anger – we’re not treated as God).  Then it says, “Do not let the sun go down while you 

are still angry.”  What is this about?  Is it to be taken literally?  Probably not because then 

might “men in Greenland, where days last above a quarter of the year, have plentiful 

scope of revenge.”
5
  But it is to be taken seriously.  This wise proverb means two things: 

first, that righteous anger must not be permitted to become constant.  And second, that 

unrighteous anger needs to be resolved as soon as possible. 

 Plutarch quotes a similar proverb from the Pythagoreans of the ancient world.  

But Paul probably still has Ps. 4:4 in mind here, which says – “In your anger do not sin; 

when you are on your beds, search your hearts and be silent.” 

 In regard to righteous anger, even it, said one Puritan, can become “evil in itself, 

and dishonorable to God; being the vomit of a proud heart and unmeekened spirit.”
6
  Our 

hearts are so twisted, and will always be so in this life, that I don’t think it’s even possible 

to experience a perfectly righteous anger.  It will always be contaminated with self-

idolatry.  So even when our anger is mostly righteous, we cannot hold onto it and let it 

consume us.  We need to, at the end of the day, let God be God and take care of himself.  

If we try to take care of him then we’ve then started to act as if we are God and God is 

small. 

 One person used this analogy – “Anger is the moral equivalent of biological 

adrenaline.  It is good and healthy to experience periodic secretions of adrenaline in 

reaction to dangerous situations.  But a steady flow would damage the heart.  So with 

anger.  It has damaged many hearts because it was not put away, but nurtured again and 

again into a life-destroying grudge.”
7
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And in regards to unrighteous anger if it’s allowed to stick around it will no doubt 

fume and fester.  We simply cannot nurse feelings of resentment.  They will kill us.  

Frederick Buechner writes, as he usually does, very vividly: 

 

Of the seven deadly sins, anger is possibly the most fun.  To lick your 

wounds, to smack your lips over grievances long past, to roll over your 

tongue the prospect of bitter confrontation still to come, to savor to the last 

toothsome morsel both the pain you are given and the pain you are giving 

back; in many ways it is a feast fit for a king.  The chief drawback is that 

what you are wolfing down is yourself.  The skeleton at the feast is you.
8
 

 

When we experience unrighteous anger of any sort we need to recognize it for what it is, 

repudiate it, repent of it, and then let it go, express forgiveness, seek restitution if 

necessary.  And we need to do it very soon, not keep putting it off.  Otherwise… 

 

The Devil and Anger 

 Verse 27 – if you harbor anger you have given Satan something that he will take 

and run with.  And remember who Satan is – that angelic being who wanted to be God 

himself and rallied other angels to his cause and from the beginning of history has been 

trying to do the same with human beings.  “Do not give the devil a foothold,” Paul says.  

If you let anger take up residence, make its home in your heart, it will prop the door open.  

And “your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for” an open door, 

even just a sliver so he can get his paw in, even just a little bit.  I don’t know about you, 

but I wouldn’t want to let a ferocious man-eating lion stick its paw in the front door to my 

house.  It sounds like a recurring nightmare I have. 

 Paul’s going to talk later in ch. 6 about putting on “the full armor of God so that 

you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes” (6:11).  The devil has schemes.  In 2 

Corinthians 2:11 Paul lauds forgiveness in the church and then he says it’s “in order that 

Satan might not outwit us.  For we are not unaware of his schemes.”  Satan’s scheme, his 

strategy is to seize upon anger, pounce upon it and use it to wreck individual lives and 

make a mess of churches. 

 He desires to come in and drag us away to hell with him.  And hell is, by the way, 

a place of eternal anger – God’s righteous anger poured out in full measure upon people 

fully consumed with unrighteous anger.  The description of hell being a place filled with 

the sound of gnashing teeth is referring to the fact that people will be gnashing their teeth 

in rabid anger at God – “How dare he!?!  He can’t do this to me?”  It’s like Lucy’s 

audible growls at me.  Gnashing teeth is what the furious religious leaders did to Stephen 

as they covered their ears and dragged him off to stone him (Acts 7:54).  Hell is where 

anger, un-checked, leads to. 

 

Conclusion 

 How can we escape this?  How can we combat this?  How will we ever stand 

against the Enemy?  How can we escape a life of anger – unrighteous anger – and 

experience a life of only righteous anger?  And the answer is: only as we cultivate a heart 

that worships God and stops trying to be him, because if we’re not worshipping God and 

trying to be him instead we will be constantly frustrated and angry.  On the other hand if 
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we’re content and pleased to let God be God we will be patient and kind and loving and 

gracious. 

 But how can we have God’s heart for the world and not the world’s heart that 

desires to be God?  Just being told or telling yourself that he’s holy and sovereign and 

must be worshipped will not convince your heart to actually worship him.  Our hearts 

naturally resent that.  We want to try to at least prove we can be his peer by doing the 

things he does, doing good works on our own to satisfy him.  We’re still angry at him 

being God alone. 

 The only way to have our anger at the real God quenched is to see that his anger 

at us has been quenched, and that we have done nothing to placate it, only provoke it; 

God the Father has sent God the Son to this earth as a man to die in our place to absorb 

the fiery wrath of God at our idolatry in himself.  That’s what Jesus suffered on the cross 

as our substitute – the righteous anger of God directed toward us for our idolatry so that 

we would never have to experience that.  This alone will melt our hard hearts into glad 

submission and awe.  And that alone will prevent us from living a life full of unrighteous 

anger. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
Let’s bow before God and confess our moments of anger this week.  Confess your 

harbored anger.  Confess your idolatry, primarily your idolatry of self.  And come eat the 

bread and the wine, symbols of the gory sacrifice of Christ on the cross – his body broken 

for you; his blood spilled for you.  Recognize that you deserve to have the foaming cup of 

God’s wrath poured out on you, but instead it was poured out on Jesus in your place.  

Look to him in faith and worship him! 

 

Benediction 

May you turn to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son 

from heaven, whom he raised from the dead – Jesus, who rescues us from the coming 

wrath – 1 Thessalonians 1:9-10. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 7, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 

 



9 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 J.I. Packer, Keep In Step With The Spirit: Finding Fullness In Our Walk With God (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

2005 [1984]), 94; italics mine. 
2
 John R.W. Stott, The Message of Ephesians, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 

1979), 185. 
3
 John R.W. Stott, The Message of Ephesians, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 

1979), 186. 
4
 From a sermon on this passage by John Piper entitled, “Satan Seeks a Gap Called Grudge” (December 16, 

1984). 
5
 Qtd from an earlier commentator by J. Armitage Robinson, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians, with 

Exposition and Notes (Macmillan, 1903), 112, note. 
6
 Thomas Boston, The Complete Works of the Late Rev. Thomas Boston, Volume 4, ed. Samuel McMillan 

(Wheaton: Richard Owen Roberts, 1980), 357. 
7
 From Piper’s “Satan Seeks a Gap Called Grudge.” 

8
 Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 2. 


