Living in the Power of His Resurrection #8

“Overcoming Anger”

selected Scriptures
Thomas Jefferson worked out a way to handle his anger. He included it in his “Rules of Living,” which describes how he believed adult men and women should live. He wrote this:

 

When angry, count ten before you speak;

If very angry, a hundred.

 

Mark Twain, about seventy-five years later, revised Jefferson’s words. He wrote:

 

When angry, count four.

When very angry, swear.

 

Those of us with any honesty at all will admit we’ve tried about everything from Jefferson’s philosophy to Twain’s, and many of us still can’t seem to handle our anger very effectively. It’s a real problem. It has a way of disarming us, of robbing us of our testimonies. It injures our home lives and our relationships with co-workers.

I believe, however, that anger can be overcome. Living in the power of Christ’s resurrection, even the worst temper can be tamed.

Anger Defined

We begin with anger defined. In my study I came across a number of definitions of anger. Calvin Miller writes vividly, “Anger is that unbridled emotional storm that makes one unpredictable and dangerous.”
 Another resource states, “Anger can most often be defined as an emotional response to a perceived wrong or injustice.”
 But I think the one definition that struck me was this: “Anger is a strong emotion of irritation or agitation that occurs when a need or expectation is not met.”

I like that definition because it shows why some anger is leigitmate and some anger is not. You see, not all anger is sin. God gets angry, Jesus got angry, and there are occasions when we ought to be angry. Scripture commends righteous indignation. When we hear of hideous cruelty, when others are defrauded, affronted, or insulted, we ought to be outraged.  Henry Ward Beecher said, “A man that does not know how to be angry does not know how to be good. A man that does not know how to be shaken to his heart’s core with indignation over things evil is either a fungus or a wicked man.”
 

Paul writes in Ephesians 4:26, “In your anger do not sin. Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry.” This shows that we can be angry without being sinful, but that we must be careful lest our anger leads us into sin. 
There are three primary causes of human anger. There is (1) the frustration we feel when things do not go according to our plan; (2) the humiliation we suffer when people look down on us; and (3) the resentment we experience when we face the re​jection of others.

The common component is that life does not turn out as hoped. A need or expectation we have was not met. On reflection, this expectation may be seen to be totally unrealistic (such as, “I expect to live in good health forever,” or, “I expect it to never rain when I have outdoor plans”) or it may be more reasonable (such as, “I expect my friends to treat me with respect”). But either consciously or subcon​sciously we do have expectations about our lives, and our reactions to life’s disappointments can in one sense be un​derstood as reactions to these expectations.

The manner in which a person reacts to an experience of life that has not turned out as hoped for depends on a great variety of factors. One of these is the nature of the ex​pectation. Expectations vary on a continuum from demand to hope. At the demand end of this continuum, the expected experience is viewed as an inalienable right. At the hope end, the expected experience is viewed as more of a wished for outcome. People tend to respond to expectations of the “demand” variety primarily with anger. In contrast, they more typically respond to expectations of the “hope” vari​ety with sadness. Since most expectations contain elements of both these forms of anticipation, it is most common for people to respond to disappointments with a mixture of both anger and sadness.

This morning we are dealing with overcoming anger, which according to the above statement comes from unfulfilled expectations that we demand to be fulfilled. The basic cause of our anger is most often egotism and selfishness. We don’t think of it in this way. We make excuses for our quick temper—our nationality, our heredity, or even the color of our hair. But in reality our anger is the bad fruit of selfishness.

At the core of each human personality is what the Bible calls our “sin nature” or our “selfish nature.” We are, in fact, born with it. From our first breath we believe that the whole world revolves around one person—me! And when we don’t get our way, what is the natural reaction? Anger. Babies cry. Toddlers throw tantrums. Young people throw things. (Some adults do, too!) Others curse and scream. Why? They don’t get what they want. Their expectations have not been met, and they feel wronged.
Another element that factors in here is pride. Pride feeds anger, and as it grows, anger reinforces pride.
 In addition to the frustration we feel when our expectations are not met, our pride is injured when we are not treated the way we think we should be treated, and that injured pride often leads us to anger.
Anger Displayed

Let’s move on to anger displayed. Redness of face, swollen neck veins, clenched fists, and a stumbling for words—all indicate that a person is angry. The person’s vision may also be blurred, because anger clouds the visual centers of the brain.
 Other anger displays include a decreased appetite, feeling unusually hot or cold, muscle tension, increased respiration and heartbeat, dry mouth, loud, rapid, or high-pitched speech, experience stomach upset or churning, clenched teeth, twitches or anxious behaviors (tapping pencil, shaking foot, etc.), walking hard and fast or pacing back and forth.
 This is not an exhaustive listing, but are common manifestations of anger that we have all witnessed or experienced.
What does anger do to our bodies? According to Dr. Walter Cannon of Harvard University,

Respiration deepens; the heart beats more rapidly; the arterial pressure rises; the blood is shifted from the stomach and intestines to the heart, central nervous system, and the muscles; the processes of the alimentary canal cease; sugar is freed from the reserves in the liver; the spleen contracts and discharges its contents of concentrated corpuscles, and adrenalin is secreted.

This is typical of the “fight or flight” response the body has when it is stressed. But what happens when that state of anger remains? Dr. Archibald Hart explains,

If the anger is not resolved quickly, the body will adapt to the higher level of arousal just as easily as your body would adjust to the heat and arid climate if you moved to live in the Sahara Desert. The blood pressure goes up and stays up—and will not come down very easily again. It is all a part of our adaptation capabilities, only here the adapta​tion is destructive. Our blood vessels cannot tolerate elevated blood pressure for long periods of time. This type of blood pressure problem is called “essential hypertension.”

Hart describes in his book Adrenaline and Stress how the overexposure of stress is damaging to our bodies. But he suggests that anger is more damaging that most stress generators because it triggers the “fight or flight” reaction more easily and strongly than any other emotion, and can keep it going longer.
 This prolonged adrenaline rush wears on the body and can lead to chronic health problems.
Another person has said, “Anger is an acid that can do more harm to the vessel in which it is stored than to the person on whom it is poured.”
 It is a powerful, potentially destructive emotion that must be handled with great care lest it blow up in our faces.

Anger Defeated

So how is anger defeated?  I believe the basic principle is found in Ephesians 4:25-32,

Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. “In your anger do not sin”: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold. He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need. Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 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.

Notice the progression here: Paul states what not to do and then tells what to do instead. Don’t lie but tell the truth. Don’t steal but work. Don’t tear down with words but use words to build up others. Verse 31 lists several things to get rid of: bitterness, rage, anger, brawling, slander, and every form of malice. Verse 32 lists the opposite virtues we should embrace: kindness, compassion, and forgiveness. It’s not enough to avoid the bad; we must replace with the good.

Specifically dealing with anger, we are to replace it with gentleness. Proverbs 15:1 says, “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” Just as we are to overcome evil with good, we are to overcome anger with gentleness. But what do we mean by gentleness? The Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics defines it this way:

Gentleness is a quality of the caring individual in which a mild, quiet, and kind approach to people and situations is adopted instead of an aggressive, blustering, violent one. It is a quality that is peculiarly Christian, as contrasted, for example, with the traditions of pagan Greek culture, which thought of gentleness as an effeminate trait. Since the male image that the Greeks chose to foster was that of a virile, rough, belligerent, bawdy individual, there could obviously be little place in the male character for such a quality as gentleness.

In the Old Testament two references (2 Sam. 22:36; Psa. 18:35) used the word anah in the sense of humility, while in one other instance (2 Sam. 18:3) the term lebh conveys the impression of kindness and mildness. The New Testament word epieikeia implies a yielding that is influenced by tolerance and forbearance. Gentleness thus involves a quiet, non-aggressive attitude of mind that is based on Christ’s nature (2 Cor. 10:1) and is therefore commended in Scripture for Christians to exemplify (Titus 3:2; James 3:17).

In the beatitudes of Matthew 5, Jesus says in verse 5, “Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth.” Many English translations use the word “meek,” but “gentle” fits just as well.

The Greek word used in Matthew 5:5 is pràüs, and the Greeks had a number of ways of dealing with it. Aristotle defined pràüs as the “mean between extremes.” He describes such a person as one who is not excessively angry, always flying off the handle, nor is he the one who doesn’t know how to be angry. A gentle person is the one who is angry at the right time, in the right place, with the right people, and knows how to quit at the right time. Did you ever think of angry and gentle together? That’s its background.

A person who is gentle, according to the original use of this word among Greek philosophers, is a person who is angry at the right time, at the right place, for the right reasons, with the right people, and knows how to quit at the right time. Do you know who is gentle? Jesus. He wasn’t angry when they spit on Him, He wasn’t angry when they ridiculed Him, He wasn’t angry when they challenged Him—He was angry at the right time, in the right place, with the right people; He knew to quit at the right time. He was angry when righteousness was at stake—He was angry with the Pharisees, because He was gentle. He was angry at the disciples when they kept children from Him, because He was gentle. Gentleness is being angry at the right time.
 This is how Paul could write in Ephesians 4:26, “‘In your anger do not sin’: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry…” Anger itself is not sin, but anger out of control is.

In many people’s minds, gentleness is a synonym for weakness. But gentleness is not weakness—it is strength under control. The Greek term for this concept was used to describe a horse that had been broken. A broken horse is just as strong as it used to be, but it’s no longer uncontrollable or wild. It’s gentle.
 A river under control can be used to generate power. A fire under control can heat a home. Gentleness is power, strength, spirit, and wildness under control.

Another word often associated with gentleness is humility. Jesus described Himself in Matthew 11:29 as “gentle and humble in heart.” Whereas humility is an attitude of mind, gentleness refers to the outward manifestation of a person’s humble demeanor. Gentle people are not harsh with others, don’t fight to get their way, and don’t turn everything into a winner-takes-all competition. Instead, they demonstrate consideration for the needs and feelings of others.

How do we cultivate a spirit of gentleness in overcoming anger? It’s not easy, that’s for certain! Since anger is often the result of unmet expectations, we may want to evaluate our expectations to see if they are realistic. Lowering expectations may prevent a lot of angry feelings. Another step is found in James 1:19-20, “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.” Take a deep breath, count to ten—or a hundred if need be! Learn to respond rather than react, to think before speaking or acting. We rarely regret things we don’t do in a moment of anger.

Anger is an emotion, and that means we may feel it at times whether we want to or not. Being angry is not sinful, but angry actions and words often are. Even if we have the right to be angry in a situation, we must still be careful what we say and do in the energy of that moment. 

When we feel anger rising within, we need to stop and ask ourselves:

· Do I have the right to be angry here, or is this my selfish nature reacting?

· Do I have all the facts before I come to a conclusion?

· Am what I am tempted to say or do something I will later regret?

· What would Jesus do in this situation?

Pray for discernment. Pray for the Holy Spirit to empower you to respond in gentleness—in power under control and in consideration of another’s well-being. Remember, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness” (2 Peter 1:3). That includes overcoming anger.
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