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THE SUNSET CLAUSE 
Nailing the Wrath That Slays Us 

Text: Ephesians 4:26-5:2 
 

Anger Is Not Necessarily Bad 
 
When the Apostle Paul says, “In your anger do not sin,” he is reminding us that anger is not 
necessarily bad. For some of us, that notion is a novel one, perhaps. We have been raised to 
think that to be “good people,” we’ve got to be a bit like Mister Rogers. You know Mister Rogers 
don’t you? He was a man who demonstrated a capacity for an almost perpetually placid 
demeanor—someone who always spoke in gentle tones, who never got into conflicts or seemed 
to get chafed about anything—and, over the years, many of us may have come to believe that 
the goal of the moral life was to become like him. 
 
As Melvin Wheatley observed, however, "there are situations in life in which the absence of 
anger is [actually] the essence of evil." If someone came up to you on the street, for example, 
and slugged your mom in the face and you did NOT get angry, we’d have to say “What’s wrong 
with you?!” To paraphrase Henry Ward Beecher: "People that do not know how to be angry to 
their heart's core” over injustice and cruelty and thievery and lies, “do not know how to be good."  
 
Jesus shows us what goodness looks like. He shows us the side of goodness that meets us in 
kindness and patience and generosity and gentleness. But He also shows us the side of 
goodness that sometimes can’t help but be angry. Jesus sizzled at the hypocrisy and legalism 
of the religious people of his day. He was incensed at the way the moneychangers ripped off the 
temple tourists and He got angry at the way that the wealthy ignored the poor. Christ tells us 
that God gets angry at those who repeatedly refuse His invitations to communion with Him. He 
feels ire toward those who have been shown repeated grace yet do not extend it to others. 
Jesus says that God gets mad at the greed and violence of those to whom he has entrusted this 
glorious vineyard.  
 
The Bible suggests that when our heart and mind are working properly, anger is not necessarily 
bad. In fact, anger—the rush and flush of passion—serves like a helpful alarm system. It alerts 
us when something good is under attack. Like the sensation of pain, a sudden flush of anger 
invites us to fight or to flee or to do something constructive to change the conditions that are 
arousing our feelings and disordering the world. Our anger can serve as a warning to others that 
they’ve stepped where they shouldn’t. And in this sense—when our heart and mind are 
functioning properly—anger is not only pardonable; it is essential to the preservation and 
extension of what is just and good. 
 
Anger Is Not Necessarily Good 
 
The problem, however, is that sometimes our heart and mind don’t function properly. Over the 
course of our lives, our heart can get awfully clogged with pride and selfishness. Our mind too 
can get filled with bad ideas about what other people owe us and what life should be giving to 
us. The more this happens, the easier it is for anger to stop being a gift that moves us out into 
creative action and start becoming a destructive force instead. Left unexamined and unchecked, 
anger gradually becomes what moral thinkers have called the deadly sin of wrath.  
 



Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook / 03-29-03 2 

Patrick Morley suggests that wrath often wears one of three different faces. Sometimes, it’s the 
face of Freddie Flash –-maybe you know him—the guy with the short fuse. Maybe you know 
Freddie. It doesn’t take much to set Freddie off: People in his way, sloppiness or rudeness, poor 
service, sudden surprises. Small irritations—events that might seem small to us don’t seem 
small to Freddie—and they get blown out of proportion for him. He gets angry often but, 
because his rage subsides about as quickly, Freddie doesn’t think he has much of a problem. 
But it’s the frequency of his anger that makes others tiptoe around him and respect him and 
trust him less and less. 
 
Then there is Cary Control. Cary works hard to keep a lid on all of the pressure and anxiety she 
lives with. She often feels under appreciated and even bitter. Because she has such a long 
fuse, however, Cary doesn’t explode all that often. But when she does blow though, the people 
around her run for the bomb shelter. Concrete can’t be thick enough when she goes off. In 
those moments, she says things that sear the soul of people. Sometimes she lashes out 
physically, scaring her family and even herself at the almost murderous intensity of her rage.  
 
Where Freddie Flash has a problem with the frequency of his anger, Cary Control has issues 
with the intensity of her rage. But there is a third type of person—let’s call him Gary Grudge. 
Gary has a problem with the duration of his anger. Gary rarely has visible outbursts of wrath. He 
simply seethes and simmers, nursing the resentment he feels towards those who’ve hurt him, 
those who have discounted him, those who have passed him by or failed to offer him what he 
feels he deserves. He spends energy thinking about how to discredit them, imagining scenarios 
where they come to feel the pain he has felt. His blood pressure soars. His stomach acids 
churn. And he doesn’t get over it. 
 
When anger becomes too frequent, or too intense, or too sustained in its duration, it becomes 
the deadly sin of wrath. I don’t know whether you see anything of yourself or of people you 
know, in these characterizations. I do know that when a group of 6-year-olds were asked by 
their teacher, "What's the most important truth you've learned so far?" one priceless response 
came from a little girl who wrote, "I’ve learned that when your dad makes your mom mad, never 
let her brush your hair!" Sometimes our kids see things that we’ve lost the capacity to see 
because we’re using them to see now. Maybe it’s our kids that come to feel the sting of wrath 
most painfully. And yet, if truth were told, there are other consequences too.  
 
Wrath disfigures the soul of the wrathful. It cannibalizes the heart of the angry one. It consumes 
the health of the angry one, wreaks havoc on the health of those around, and destroys 
relationships. Unexamined and unchecked anger continues the cycle of evil and pain. It usurps 
the place of God as the wise judge. It separates us from God and makes us dead to the power 
of His forgiveness, because when we can’t forgive others, how can we let forgiveness into our 
own souls, really. 25,000 people are murdered in the United States each year. 1,000 people are 
killed in the workplace and a million more are injured each year by violent attack from co-
workers. This is just part of why the Bible says that wrath is a “deadly sin.” 
 
How To Handle Anger Constructively 
 
Wrath is anger inflamed by self-righteous pride and channeled destructively. It is so insidious 
precisely because it is a form of vanity that infects our sense of justice and righteousness—
these otherwise good instincts. And it is why the Apostle Paul says that when confronted by 
apparent wrong we must be very, very careful that “In [our] anger [we] do not sin.” What I want 
to know is “Is how we avoid doing it?” Is there a way to handle anger constructively so that sin 
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doesn’t slay us and through us other people? Well, the Bible suggests there is and, in the time 
remaining, let me offer five quick strategies. 
 
FIRST, avoid hanging around with habitually angry people. It has been my experience that 
people form bonds with other people by affiliating around the stick stuff of feeling. We connect at 
the place of sticky feelings—around positive emotions or around negative ones. There are 
social circles that cohere around encouragement, problem solving, and hope. And there are 
circles that feed on gossip, bitterness, and complaint. The writer of Proverbs says: “Do not make 
friends with a hot-tempered man, do not associate with one easily angered, or you may learn his 
ways.” 
 
SECONDLY, instead of keeping a record of wrongs, make a decision to aggressively overlook 
minor offenses. Go on a campaign—not to find fault with others—but to aggressively overlook 
minor offenses. Someone once said that there are two secrets to contentment. The first is not to 
sweat the small stuff. The second is to remind ourselves how much of the irritations of life are 
really small stuff. I find it helpful to remember when vexed by someone to remember how vexing 
I am to somebody else and how patient others are with me, especially God. We are told nine 
times in the Old Testament that God is “slow to anger.” Why? Because he is “abounding in 
steadfast love.” Perhaps for this reason Proverbs says: “A fool shows his annoyance at once, 
but a prudent man overlooks an insult… A man's wisdom gives him patience; it is to his glory to 
overlook an offense.” 
 
Do you know what a fool is, in biblical terms? A fool is someone ignorant of reality. The Bible 
suggests that at the base of all reality is God’s grace. The foundation of reality is a grace 
wherein we are not usually held accountable for our sins, at least for the short term. A fool, then, 
is someone ignorant of all of the grace that he or she is being shown day in and day out. A fool 
shows his annoyance at other people at once, but a prudent man overlooks an offense. A man’s 
wisdom about the nature of reality gives him patience with others. It is to his glory, says the 
writer of Proverbs, to overlook an offense. So lifted by grace is he that he sees beyond minor 
offenses. 
 
I must underline, however, that the Christian ideal is never blind tolerance. The Christian goal is 
always to live in love and truth with one another. That means working to confess, address, and 
clear what stands between me and another person; to call to the awareness of the other person 
those behaviors by which he or she may be hurting others or maybe even him or herself. But, in 
order for that to happen, we must, THIRDLY, let feelings of anger move us to seek repair more 
than revenge. A boy once had a terrible fight with his father and became angry. The two of them 
were on a fishing trip together. As they went out in the boat the next morning, the young man 
began to snicker. The father demanded to know what was so funny. Finally, the boy said 
maliciously, “I’m laughing because there’s a hole in the hull of the boat underneath your seat 
and you’re going to sink.” 
 
Foolishness is ignorance of reality, and one of the most fundamental realities is how connected 
our lives truly are. The message of the gospel is that we are all in one boat. “All have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God.” All are in need of a renovation of the heart. All are in need of 
God’s truth and grace. And the reality is that as friends, families, nations, and races, we will sink 
or be saved together. Choosing to repair and reconcile isn’t just a noble idea. It is absolutely 
essential to our survival. So let’s heed the counsel of Paul here, when he says, let us “Put off 
falsehood and speak truthfully, for we are all members of one body… 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.”  
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Which brings us to the FOURTH strategy for crucifying wrath: When we’ve been truly hurt—
when it isn’t just a “minor offense” or when the minor offenses have piled up so high that we 
don’t have the grace anymore to see over them—it is crucial that we speak the truth, but in 
doing so, we can choose to exercise more self-control. Proverbs says: “A fool gives full vent to 
his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control.” What that means is that we don’t need 
to blow up someone’s entire city or turn their soul into a parking lot, when a more carefully 
planned and prayed over and more surgically delivered message would achieve something 
better. When someone confronts us in our sin, we don’t need to unleash chemical weapons in 
response, and that is how wrath works—like a chemical that sears the soul. Again, Proverbs 
reminds us that “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” 
 
FINALLY, let’s remember how important it is to deal with anger daily. Taking a page out of Zig 
Ziglar’s book, I remember a day not long ago when an afternoon storm blanketed my driveway 
with snow. When I got home, I saw the drifts there. I thought about getting out the snow blower 
or the shovel. But the truth is that it had been a long day already. There was also the dinner to 
eat, the kids to get to bed, and the bills to pay. It’s too much work, I thought, “It’s too much work. 
It’ll keep till tomorrow.” The next day, I came home from work ready to take the project on. But 
something had happened. It had gotten even colder the night before after the sun went down. 
Amy and I had driven our cars over the snow and packed it down. And now, rather than fluffy 
snow to clear, I found myself slipping and sliding and hacking at ice. 
 
I’ve done that in my relationships too often. I’ve seen a lot of marriages, partnerships, and 
friendships destroyed by subtle degrees. Haven’t you? Anger left unaddressed piles up, and 
then gets packed down, and then hardens with time till it turns to wrath. And the only thing 
worse than fiery wrath is icy wrath. Which is why Paul says, “Don’t let the sun go down on your 
anger” or only the devil will have a foothold there. Instead, before this night falls, “get rid of all 
bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.” Put all of 
your energies into clearing this stuff away. “Be kind and compassionate to one another, 
forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” 
 
Please pray with me… 
 
Dear God, it seems like it is getting darker and colder across the snows and sands of our time. 
There are moments when the injustice and hurt is just so great that we are rightfully angry and 
we need to confront them. But in our anger, keep us from sinning. Remove the selfishness that 
stains our heart and taints our mind. Keep us from affiliating with wrathful people. Give us the 
strength we need to overlook minor offenses, as we recall your patience with us. Make us 
committed not to revenge but to repair, for we know the truth that we are one body, in this boat 
together. When we speak, enable us to exercise self-control and to turn away anger with 
gentleness. Move us to deal with anger daily, before the sun goes down. And in this way to be 
imitators of You, to live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us. For it is 
in his name we pray. Amen. 
 
 
 
Luke 14:21 
Matthew 18:34 
Matthew 22:7 
Patrick Morley, The Man In The Mirror, p. 215 
ABC Morning News, March 15, 1996 
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Proverbs 22:24-25 
Exodus 34:6; Numbers 14:18; Nehemiah 9:17; Psalm 86:15; Psalm 103:8; Psalm 145:8; Joel 
2:13; Jonah 4:2; Nahum 1:3 Romans 9:22 
Proverbs 12:16; 19:11 
Romans 3:23 
Proverbs 29:11 
Proverbs 15:1 
 


