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Habits of the Heart: 3. Dealing with Anger 
Ephesians 4:26-27, 31-32 
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Pastor Steve Richards 
 
One night several years ago, we had a mouse in our bedroom. We were getting ready for bed, 
and suddenly a mouse ran across the floor. Have you ever tried going to sleep when you know 
there’s a mouse in the room? We couldn’t either. So we began chasing the mouse, but there 
were plenty of obstacles and great hiding places if you’re a mouse. Behind the dresser, under 
the bed, in the closets – and if we had known we’d have a mouse we would have picked up a 
few things. It’s not so easy to catch a mouse. So I had an idea – maybe our dog could help. Our 
dog at that time was good at catching chipmunks, maybe she could help us with the mouse. So, 
I got the dog and grabbed a broom to try and chase the mouse out into the middle of the room, 
but the dog got scared of my use of the broom and ran out of the room. Finally, I decided to 
think like a mouse. Where would you go, if you were a mouse? Probably the kitchen which was 
down the hall. I set a couple of traps. We went to bed, but I kept listening for the snap of the 
trap. Until eventually, I fell asleep and sure enough the next morning, the mouse was in the trap. 
I remembered this experience last week as I was reading the story of a college student who 
brought his six foot long cobra home – and the snake got loose in the house. Could you go to 
sleep with a cobra somewhere in the house? If there’s even a mosquito in the room, it gets our 
attention. And it’s like that with the heart. I’m talking about the spiritual heart. Stuff gets lodged 
there and it becomes our focus. It’s what has our attention. It doesn’t just ruin a good night’s 
sleep but a relationship or your marriage or it could destroy you financially. Some of us keep 
that stuff inside and we try to convince ourselves and the people around us: “Hey, it’s just who I 
am.” But it’s controlling your life, when you could be free. 
 
Proverbs 4:23 – Above all else, guard your heart for everything you do flows from it. 
Another translation says “It is the wellspring of life.” How important is your heart, your soul, the 
core of who you are? Jesus says, “Everything you say and do comes from the heart.” Parents, 
isn’t one of your goals, helping to keep your child’s heart clean? It’s why you monitor their words 
and actions and who their friends are and how they spend their time. You know it matters. And if 
we pay attention to our hearts, our lives will be better. It’s what Jesus called full life or abundant 
life.  
 
Last week, we looked at guilt which is one of the things that gets lodged in our heart. When I 
was in seminary, I needed a car but could not afford the down payment. So, my parents 
provided the down payment on the condition that I repay their loan. I began making payments 
but at some point, I stopped. I don’t remember why. I never repaid the loan and they never 
asked about it. But I never forgot. I didn’t lose sleep over it, but every once in a while, I would 
remember. I felt it – guilt. So a few years ago, I wrote a letter and included a check for what I 
owed plus interest. It prompted a conversation that I should have had years ago. As I 
suspected, my parents had forgotten all about the money, until they received the check. My 
mother told me a little more about what it took to loan me $1000 and then she said, “We 
canceled the debt. We want you to use the money to pay some other debt you may have. I’m 
putting your check through the shredder. The debt doesn’t exist anymore.” All I can say is that it 
felt good to be set free. Remember, guilt says I owe you. And confession is the way to break the 
power of guilt. 
 
Today, I want to talk about anger. Anger says, You owe Me. We get angry when we don’t get 
what we want. It could be something we think we deserve. Consider James. He was working for 
a company with offices around the country. James is good at what he does, and whenever 
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there’s a new project James is called in because everyone knows it will be done well. So a 
position opens in another part of the company that would be perfect for James. It would be a 
promotion, and it would take James and his family to a city where their parents already live. On 
so many levels, this is the right job. His boss even encourages him to apply, which James does. 
A few weeks later, his boss asks him to step into his office. James thinks this is it – he’s got the 
job. But instead, his boss says that he asked to be assigned to the job that James wanted. The 
next week, a company-wide announcement comes by email. James’ boss has been reassigned 
and given the promotion. How is James feeling? Angry. And he has a reason to be angry 
doesn’t he? Think of a time when you were angry. You wanted something and you weren’t 
getting it. Somebody owed you.  
 
Maybe it was a grade that you thought you deserved and you didn’t get it, and because you 
didn’t get it kept you from getting into the school you wanted. Maybe a parent left your family, 
and stole your opportunity to be a normal family. Maybe someone took your idea and got credit 
for it. An angry person is a hurt person. Somebody owes them something. You took my 
reputation. You took the best years of my life. You took my marriage. You owe me a second 
chance. There’s a debt and either it gets paid back or the debt gets cancelled. And when anger 
gets lodged in my heart, it’s only a matter of time until I think everybody owes me. It’s like this 
crock pot. At first, there’s not a lot of heat but it slowly simmers and in time you can hardly touch 
it it’s so hot. Anger gets lodged inside. It stays with you and begins to change you. And one day, 
you put a fist through the wall or you scream at a car that cut your off in traffic or something 
happens and you lose control, slamming doors or saying something you later regret. Do you 
know someone who’s angry most of the time –  it takes very little to set them off – just scratch 
the surface or the stress at work become too much – and kaboom… Sometimes that unresolved 
anger reaches the boiling point and we end up lashing out at the people we say we love the 
most. 
 
Paul says: Be angry without sinning. Don’t let the sun set on your anger. Maybe you’ve 
heard that. A married couple should not go to sleep angry, and so you’ve stayed up most of the 
night. But there are anger issues that cannot be resolved in a day or week or even a month. I 
think what Paul is saying – if possible, don’t let the sun go down. Don’t carry your anger from 
one season to another. Don’t provide an opportunity for the devil. When you carry anger, 
you open the door for other stuff to enter and attack your heart. The worst thing is to let anger 
from one season of your life to be carried into another. The anger from your childhood gets 
carried into adolescence. The anger from your first marriage is carried into your second. You 
run the risk of destruction because the sun sets and you lose sight of the source of your anger. 
And in a new season, you look around and its him or it’s her and the people around you today 
tick you off. You think they owe you, but they can’t – it’s not them. 
 
But we don’t have to carry it. The problem is we don’t know how to remove it or we didn’t think 
to remove it when we first got angry. We don’t know how to guard the heart.  
 
Paul says: Put aside all bitterness, losing your temper, anger, shouting, and slander, 
along with every other evil. When you take the trash to the street, leave it there. Which must 
be easy for Paul. He doesn’t work where you work, doesn’t live with person you live with – and 
honestly, you may have every reason to feel the way you feel. It may not be fair. You didn’t get 
what you deserved. But do you remember where Paul was when he wrote these words? Not on 
a Mediterranean beach somewhere but he was in a prison cell in Rome. He was arrested 
unjustly, extradited to Rome, awaiting trial for more than a year. And he knows he will likely lose 
his life. And yet he writes: Get rid of your anger – all of it. Be kind, compassionate, and 
forgiving to each other, Extend kindness, compassion, forgiveness. “But Paul, you don’t 



3 
 

understand!” And I think Paul might say, “You’re right, I may not understand your situation, but I 
know anger, and it will eventually destroy you. What I know is what God has done for me and 
you and that’s forgive. If anyone had reason not to forgive, it’s God. Jesus was 100% innocent; 
100% pure, clean heart – and he was executed by the people who claimed to love God the 
most. And God forgives. forgiving to each other, in the same way God forgave you in 
Christ. Forgiveness breaks the power of anger, and it’s the only thing that does. I’ve heard 
stories that are horrible and painful, and even listening to the stories, I’ve felt the pain. I wanted 
to go and make it right, but anger cannot do that. If your Dad wasn’t there for you as a kid, and 
your Dad came to you and said, how could I make it up to you? You’d say, “you can’t.” You 
cannot go back in time and be 12 years old again. If the person at work who hurt you came to 
you and said, how can I make it up. You can’t. Can you give back someone’s reputation? Can 
you get the first marriage back? Can you get your childhood back? An apology, yes, but the 
debt cannot be paid. And I think God says, “I’ve got an idea – Let’s close the account. Let it go. 
Say, “I forgive.” It breaks the power of anger and cleans your heart.  
 
In the recent tributes to Bishop Desmond Tutu, he was remembered for his work with the South 
African Truth and Reconciliation Commission. One of the cases involved a policeman by the 
name of Van de Broek who told the commission how he, together with other officers, had shot at 
point blank range an 18-year-old boy, and then burned his body to destroy the evidence. Then 
he went on to describe, how eight years later, he returned to the boy’s home and forced his 
mother to watch as he bound her husband, poured gasoline over him and set him on fire. As 
Van de Broek spoke the room grew quieter and quieter. And when the story was finished, the 
judge turned to the woman and asked: “what do you want from Mr. van de Broek?” She replied, 
“I want him to go to the place my husband was burned, and gather up the dust there so that I 
can give him a decent burial.” Van de Broek, head down, nodded in assent. “Then,” she said, 
“Mr. Van de Broek took all my family away from me, but I still have a lot of love to give. Twice a 
month, I would like for him to come to my home and spend a day with me so I can be a mother 
to him. And I would like Mr. Van de Broek to know that he is forgiven by God, and that I forgive 
him too. I would like to embrace him so he can know my forgiveness is real.” 
 
This kind of forgiveness does not make sense unless you are a forgiven person. God has 
forgiven me of a debt I can never repay. This cup is here to remind us: This is the cup of the 
new covenant poured out for you as the forgiveness of your sins. Drink from it as often as you 
can to remember what God has done for you. 
 
So, three things about forgiveness.  
1. Identify who you are angry with. We are tempted to look at the people around us now, but go 
back a season or two. You may have an open account with someone long ago – and that’s the 
anger you carry.  
 
2. Determine what was taken. What do they owe you? What did they take? We often forgive in 
general while holding on to the specifics – which is not true forgiveness. Be specific.  
 
3. Cancel the debt. Forgive. Make it tangible. I know someone who wrote a letter, then burned it 
and scattered the ashes on the grave of the person with whom he was angry. Years ago, I was 
invited to attend a woman’s counseling session. She had been sexually assaulted by her youth 
director when she was a child, but he was now dead. I was asked to sit in his place and she 
shared her pain. For the forgiveness to be real, she needed a real person in the room. Or your 
act of forgiveness may be a prayer you say each day until one day you wake, and you know you 
are free.  
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Stay in the habit: who, what, cancel. Don’t let the sun set. Forgive. Resist the temptation to hang 
on to your anger. Choose to be free. As I have been forgiven, I choose to forgive.  
 
Grow, Pray, Study for the Week of January 16, 2022 
 
Weekly Prayer: Lord, you see us more clearly than we can ourselves. You see our anger and 
unfairness to others. You know how hard it is for us to forgive. You know the harm that we end 
up doing to ourselves. Help us to see our hearts as you see them. Forgive us and make us 
clean so that we can obey your call and follow your ways. Amen. 
 
Monday, January 17 
 
Scripture: Genesis 4:1-10 
The man Adam knew his wife Eve intimately. She became pregnant and gave birth to Cain, and 
said, “I have given life to a man with the LORD’s help.” She gave birth a second time to Cain’s 
brother Abel. Abel cared for the flocks, and Cain farmed the fertile land. Some time later, Cain 
presented an offering to the LORD from the land’s crops while Abel presented his flock’s oldest 
offspring with their fat. The LORD looked favorably on Abel and his sacrifice but didn’t look 
favorably on Cain and his sacrifice. Cain became very angry and looked resentful. The LORD 
said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why do you look so resentful? If you do the right thing, 
won’t you be accepted? But if you don’t do the right thing, sin will be waiting at the door ready to 
strike! It will entice you, but you must rule over it.” Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let’s go out to 
the field.” When they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him. The LORD 
said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” Cain said, “I don’t know. Am I my brother’s 
guardian?” The LORD said, “What did you do? The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me 
from the ground. 
 
Observation: This is a primal story of tragedy. Cain is angry with his brother Abel and with God. 
God warns Cain that the anger he holds in his heart has lethal risks. But Cain ignores God’s 
message, plots to act out his anger against his brother, and kills him. Sadly, God says, “Your 
brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground.” 
 
Application: Do Cain’s words in this ancient story ever echo the way that you are tempted to 
deal with the results of your anger? What does the story tell you about God’s attention to actions 
and situations we’d like to gloss over? 
 
Prayer: Merciful God, you know the hurt that I carry in my heart when I feel unfairly treated. 
Help me to see how I contribute to the burden that I carry. Keep me be open and available to 
your word of grace for my life. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, January 18 
 
Scripture: Ephesians 4:22-32 
Change the former way of life that was part of the person you once were, corrupted by deceitful 
desires. Instead, renew the thinking in your mind by the Spirit and clothe yourself with the new 
person created according to God’s image in justice and true holiness. Therefore, after you have 
gotten rid of lying, Each of you must tell the truth to your neighbor because we are parts of each 
other in the same body. Be angry without sinning. Don’t let the sun set on your anger. Don’t 
provide an opportunity for the devil. Thieves should no longer steal. Instead, they should go to 
work, using their hands to do good so that they will have something to share with whoever is in 
need. Don’t let any foul words come out of your mouth. Only say what is helpful when it is 
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needed for building up the community so that it benefits those who hear what you say. Don’t 
make the Holy Spirit of God unhappy—you were sealed by him for the day of redemption. Put 
aside all bitterness, losing your temper, anger, shouting, and slander, along with every other 
evil. Be kind, compassionate, and forgiving to each other, in the same way God forgave you in 
Christ. 
 
Observation: Today’s text says Christians can be angry without sinning (v. 26). At the same 
time, it calls us to rid our lives of destructive bitterness, anger, and slander (v. 31). We need to 
think clearly about anger. The issue is not anger itself. Jesus showed that there are evils that 
should make us angry (Mark 3:1-6, John 2:14-17). But directed wrongly, anger is toxic to us and 
to others. 
 
Application: John Wesley once wrote that if he could gather 100 people who “hate nothing but 
sin,” he could change the world. List some of the kinds of evil in the world that you believe make 
God angry. What do you believe are some of the main characteristics of “righteous anger”? 
 
Prayer: Almighty God, you call us to be your instruments of justice in a broken world. Help us to 
know when it is time to act and when it is time to be quiet. Give us the wisdom to know how to 
address those instances in this world that prompt anger within us. Let us know when that anger 
may be your gift and when it may be contrary to your will. Guide us always, we pray, in Jesus’ 
name. Amen.  
 
Wednesday, January 19 
 
Scripture: 1 Samuel 20:30-34; 2 Samuel 9:1-8 
At that, Saul got angry at Jonathan. “You son of a stubborn, rebellious woman!” he said. “Do 
you think I don’t know how you’ve allied yourself with Jesse’s son? Shame on you and on the 
mother who birthed you! As long as Jesse’s son lives on this earth, neither you nor your dynasty 
will be secure. Now have him brought to me because he’s a dead man!” But Jonathan answered 
his father Saul, “Why should David be executed? What has he done?” At that, Saul threw his 
spear at Jonathan to strike him, and Jonathan realized that his father intended to kill David. 
Jonathan got up from the table in a rage. He didn’t eat anything on the second day of the new 
moon because he was worried about David and because his father had humiliated him. 
 
David asked, “Is there anyone from Saul’s family still alive that I could show faithful love for 
Jonathan’s sake?” There was a servant from Saul’s household named Ziba, and he was 
summoned before David. “Are you Ziba?” the king asked him. “At your service!” he answered. 
The king asked, “Is there anyone left from Saul’s family that I could show God’s kindness to?” 
“Yes,” Ziba said to the king, “one of Jonathan’s sons, whose feet are crippled.” “Where is he?” 
the king asked. “He is at the house of Ammiel’s son Machir at Lo-debar,” Ziba told the king. So 
King David had him brought from the house of Ammiel’s son Machir at Lodebar. Mephibosheth, 
Jonathan’s son and Saul’s grandson, came to David, and he fell to the ground, bowing low out 
of respect. “Mephibosheth?” David said. “Yes,” he replied. “I am at your service!” “Don’t be 
afraid,” David told him, “because I will certainly show you faithful love for the sake of your father 
Jonathan. I will restore to you all the fields of your grandfather Saul, and you will eat at my table 
always.” Mephibosheth bowed low out of respect and said, “Who am I, your servant, that you 
should care about a dead dog like me?” 
 
Observation: These stories vividly show the difference between anger and mercy. In the first, 
Saul feared David’s military skill and rising status. In a rage, he even tried to kill his son 
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Jonathan for being David’s friend. In the second, when David became king, he sought out Saul’s 
descendant, not to take revenge, but to show him compassion. 
 
Application: Romans 12:19 says, “Don’t try to get revenge for yourselves, my dear friends, but 
leave room for God’s wrath. It is written: ‘Revenge belongs to me; I will pay it back, says the 
Lord.’” How likely are you to buy and wear a T-shirt that says, “I don’t get mad—I get even,” and 
mean it? Do you find David’s mercy to his enemy’s grandson admirable or weak? 
 
Prayer: Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great 
compassion blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin. 
(Psalm 51:1-2) 
 
Thursday, January 20 
 
Scripture: Luke 10:25-37 
A legal expert stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to gain eternal life?” 
Jesus replied, “What is written in the Law? How do you interpret it?” He responded, “You must 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your being, with all your strength, and with all 
your mind, and love your neighbor as yourself.” Jesus said to him, “You have answered 
correctly. Do this and you will live.” But the legal expert wanted to prove that he was right, so he 
said to Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man went down from Jerusalem to 
Jericho. He encountered thieves, who stripped him naked, beat him up, and left him near death. 
Now it just so happened that a priest was also going down the same road. When he saw the 
injured man, he crossed over to the other side of the road and went on his way. Likewise, a 
Levite came by that spot, saw the injured man, and crossed over to the other side of the road 
and went on his way. A Samaritan, who was on a journey, came to where the man was. But 
when he saw him, he was moved with compassion. The Samaritan went to him and bandaged 
his wounds, tending them with oil and wine. Then he placed the wounded man on his own 
donkey, took him to an inn, and took care of him. The next day, he took two full days’ worth of 
wages and gave them to the innkeeper. He said, ‘Take care of him, and when I return, I will pay 
you back for any additional costs.’ What do you think? Which one of these three was a neighbor 
to the man who encountered thieves?” Then the legal expert said, “The one who demonstrated 
mercy toward him.” Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.” 
 
Observation: The religious expert knew he should love his “neighbor.” However, he seemed to 
think (or hope?) that left room for NOT loving lots of people. Jesus’ story asks, “What if 
everyone is a neighbor?” What if I’m willing to offer true help (avoiding codependency or 
reinforced helplessness) to any person I can, no matter who they are? 
 
Application: Centuries of anger and fear divided Jews and Samaritans in Jesus’ day. Are there 
long-standing divisions that affect you personally (business enmity, family disputes, maybe even 
a sports rivalry)? How easy or hard do you find it to treat the person(s) on the other side of 
those rifts as your neighbor? 
 
Prayer: Lord, help me to see others as you see them. When I have received information about 
someone or feel biased toward someone, help me to put aside my presumptions and look for 
your hand on that person’s life. Use me as you will to bring healing and wholeness into this 
world. Amen. 
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Friday, January 21 
 
Scripture: Luke 15:11-32 
Jesus said, “A certain man had two sons. The younger son said to his father, ‘Father, give me 
my share of the inheritance.’ Then the father divided his estate between them. Soon afterward, 
the younger son gathered everything together and took a trip to a land far away. There, he 
wasted his wealth through extravagant living. “When he had used up his resources, a severe 
food shortage arose in that country and he began to be in need. He hired himself out to one of 
the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. He longed to eat his fill from 
what the pigs ate, but no one gave him anything. When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How 
many of my father’s hired hands have more than enough food, but I’m starving to death! I will 
get up and go to my father, and say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against 
you. I no longer deserve to be called your son. Take me on as one of your hired hands.”’ So he 
got up and went to his father. “While he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was 
moved with compassion. His father ran to him, hugged him, and kissed him. Then his son said, 
‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I no longer deserve to be called your 
son.’ But the father said to his servants, ‘Quickly, bring out the best robe and put it on him! Put a 
ring on his finger and sandals on his feet! Fetch the fattened calf and slaughter it. We must 
celebrate with feasting because this son of mine was dead and has come back to life! He was 
lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate. “Now his older son was in the field. Coming in 
from the field, he approached the house and heard music and dancing. He called one of the 
servants and asked what was going on. The servant replied, ‘Your brother has arrived, and your 
father has slaughtered the fattened calf because he received his son back safe and sound.’ 
Then the older son was furious and didn’t want to enter in, but his father came out and begged 
him. He answered his father, ‘Look, I’ve served you all these years, and I never disobeyed your 
instruction. Yet you’ve never given me as much as a young goat so I could celebrate with my 
friends. But when this son of yours returned, after gobbling up your estate on prostitutes, you 
slaughtered the fattened calf for him.’ Then his father said, ‘Son, you are always with me, and 
everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad because this brother of yours 
was dead and is alive. He was lost and is found.’” 
 
Observation: There’s anger in this story. There’s rash anger when the younger son demands 
his legacy and leaves home. There’s bitter anger as the older brother fumes outside when the 
father takes the younger son back. But the story hinges on the father‘s mercy and love. The 
father probably had the most cause to be angry—but he wasn’t. 
 
Application: Have you ever had to deal with someone who has hurt you in some way, but has 
now “come home”? What issues and struggles did you face in deciding whether and how to 
show mercy? How can you show mercy to someone who has hurt you without “stuffing” your 
own pain, leaving it to fester in the dark? 
 
Prayer: Dear God, I carry within me the memories of times when I have been wronged. I feel 
that I am owed something, and yet I don’t even know what could be spoken to me or given to 
me that would repay what I am owed. Speak your word of forgiveness into my life once more 
that I may have the strength to forgive and let go of what I carry. Let your mercy overflow 
through me. Amen. 
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Saturday, January 22 
 
Scripture: Matthew 18:21-35 
Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, how many times should I forgive my brother or sister who sins 
against me? Should I forgive as many as seven times?” Jesus said, “Not just seven times, but 
rather as many as seventy-seven times. Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who 
wanted to settle accounts with his servants. When he began to settle accounts, they brought to 
him a servant who owed him ten thousand bags of gold. Because the servant didn’t have 
enough to pay it back, the master ordered that he should be sold, along with his wife and 
children and everything he had, and that the proceeds should be used as payment. But the 
servant fell down, kneeled before him, and said, ‘Please, be patient with me, and I’ll pay you 
back.’ The master had compassion on that servant, released him, and forgave the loan. “When 
that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him one hundred coins. He 
grabbed him around the throat and said, ‘Pay me back what you owe me.’ “Then his fellow 
servant fell down and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I’ll pay you back.’ But he refused. 
Instead, he threw him into prison until he paid back his debt. “When his fellow servants saw 
what happened, they were deeply offended. They came and told their master all that happened. 
His master called the first servant and said, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt 
because you appealed to me. Shouldn’t you also have mercy on your fellow servant, just as I 
had mercy on you?’ His master was furious and handed him over to the guard responsible for 
punishing prisoners, until he had paid the whole debt. “My heavenly Father will also do the 
same to you if you don’t forgive your brother or sister from your heart.” 
 
Observation: Haven’t we all wondered how many times we should be expected to offer 
forgiveness? Peter asked this question, and Jesus replied with a parable. God’s forgiveness of 
us is interconnected with our forgiveness of others. What does God expect of us? 
 
Application: Is forgiveness conditional? Why are we hesitant in extending forgiveness? Why 
would we hang on to anger when we could be free? 
 
Prayer: By your unfailing love and great compassion, have mercy on me, O God. I confess that 
I have sinned against you and others, and I am sorry for my thoughts, words, and deeds that 
hurt others, hurt myself or hurt my relationship with you. Cleanse me from my sin and create in 
me a new heart and a steadfast spirit to make a fresh start. Going forward, help me to be kind, 
compassionate and forgiving. Amen. 
 


