
Overcoming Bitterness through the Power of Our Sweet Savior
Definitions: 

1. “Bitter (OT – Marah, NT – pikros) – sour, brackish taste, the opposite of sweet. The poisonous, putrid bile from the gall 
bladder. An inner emotional feeling of deep sorrow, or an outwardly directed anger that cries out to the power that 
seems to be causing the problem.” Theological Wordbook of the OT – p. 528-529

2. “Bitterness is slow burning anger that fuels vengeful desires, thoughts, and actions. It demands satisfaction of one’s 
personal sense of justice.” Jeff Forrey, “Beating Bitterness with the Beatitudes,” BCC Website

Key passages:
1. The presence of bitter circumstances

• Joseph’s brother’s shot bitter arrows at him. Genesis 49:23 - The archers bitterly attacked him, and shot at him and 
harassed him.

• The Egyptians purposely made the working conditions for the children of Israel bitter. Exodus 1:13-14 - The 
Egyptians compelled the sons of Israel to labor rigorously; and they made their lives bitter with hard labor in mortar 
and bricks and at all kinds of labor in the field, all their labors which they rigorously imposed on them. 

• Hannah’s rival Peninnah reacted to Hannah’s infertility with bitter mocking. 1 Samuel 1:6 - Her rival, however, 
would provoke her bitterly to irritate her, because the LORD had closed her womb.  

2. The story of Esau (Genesis 25-36) and its contrast in the life of Joseph (Genesis 37-50)
• Genesis 25:30 - ...and Esau said to Jacob, “Please let me have a swallow of that red stuff there, for I am famished.” 

Therefore his name was called Edom. 
• Genesis 25:32 - Esau said, “Behold, I am about to die; so of what use then is the birthright to me?” 
• Genesis 27:34 - When Esau heard the words of his father, he cried out with an exceedingly great and bitter cry, and 

said to his father, “Bless me, even me also, O my father!” 
• Genesis 27:36 - Then he said, “Is he not rightly named Jacob, for he has supplanted me these two times? He took 

away my birthright, and behold, now he has taken away my blessing.” And he said, “Have you not reserved a 
blessing for me?” 

• Genesis 27:41 - So Esau bore a grudge against Jacob because of the blessing with which his father had blessed him; 
and Esau said to himself, “The days of mourning for my father are near; then I will kill my brother Jacob.” 

• Genesis 50:20-21 - As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this 
present result, to preserve many people alive. So therefore, do not be afraid; I will provide for you and your little 
ones. So he comforted them and spoke kindly to them. 

3. The children of Israel grumbling about the bitter (Marah) water just after the miracle of the parting of the Red Sea
• Exodus 15:23-24 - When they came to Marah, they could not drink the waters of Marah, for they were bitter; 

therefore it was named Marah.
4. The tendency of God’s people to murmur and complain during times of adversity (Numbers 11-12) and the role of 

such unbelief in their refusal to enter the promised land
• Numbers 11:1 - Now the people became like those who complain of adversity in the hearing of the LORD; and 

when the LORD heard it, His anger was kindled, and the fire of the LORD burned among them and consumed some 
of the outskirts of the camp. 

• Numbers 12:1 - Then Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman whom he had married 
(for he had married a Cushite woman)...

• Numbers 14:1-4 - Then all the congregation lifted up their voices and cried, and the people wept that night. All the 
sons of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron; and the whole congregation said to them, “Would that we had 
died in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness! Why is the LORD bringing us into this land, 
to fall by the sword? Our wives and our little ones will become plunder; would it not be better for us to return to 
Egypt?” So they said to one another, “Let us appoint a leader and return to Egypt.” 

5. Warning prior to entering the promised land (40 years later after the wilderness wanderings) against rejecting God’s 
goodness and covenant loyalty and seeking satisfaction in the idols of the world (apostasy)

• Deuteronomy 29:18-19 - ...so that there will not be among you a man or woman, or family or tribe, whose heart 
turns away today from the LORD our God, to go and serve the gods of those nations; that there will not be among 
you a root bearing poisonous fruit and wormwood. It shall be when he hears the words of this curse, that he will 
boast, saying, “I have peace though I walk in the stubbornness of my heart in order to destroy the watered land with 
the dry.”

6. The central role of the heart (inner person) in the development of sinful bitterness
• Proverbs 14:10 - The heart knows its own bitterness, and a stranger does not share its joy. 

7. The importance of avoiding all bitterness and associated behavior
• Ephesians 4:31-32 - Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with 

all malice. Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you. 
8. The place of bitter speech and other sinful tendencies that produce it

•  James 3:10-11 - ...from the same mouth come both blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not to be 
this way. Does a fountain send out from the same opening both fresh and bitter water? 

• James 3:14-15 - But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your heart, do not be arrogant and so lie 
against the truth. This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, demonic. 

9. The importance of handling God’s discipline well to avoid or overcome sinful bitterness
• Hebrews 12:1-17, esp. vv. 15-17 - See to it that no one comes short of the grace of God; that no root of bitterness 

springing up causes trouble, and by it many be defiled; that there be no immoral or godless person like Esau, who 
sold his own birthright for a single meal. For you know that even afterwards, when he desired to inherit the blessing, 
he was rejected, for he found no place for repentance, though he sought for it with tears. 

10. The hope of overcoming bitterness in the story of Ruth and Naomi
• Ruth 1:20-21 - She said to them, “Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with 

me. I went out full, but the LORD has brought me back empty. Why do you call me Naomi, since the LORD has 
witnessed against me and the Almighty has afflicted me?” 

• Ruth 4:14-17 - Then the women said to Naomi, “Blessed is the LORD who has not left you without a redeemer 
today, and may his name become famous in Israel. May he also be to you a restorer of life and a sustainer of your 
old age; for your daughter-in-law, who loves you and is better to you than seven sons, has given birth to him.” Then 
Naomi took the child and laid him in her lap, and became his nurse. The neighbor women gave him a name, saying, 
“A son has been born to Naomi!” So they named him Obed. He is the father of Jesse, the father of David.



Choosing to Avoid/Overcome Sinful Bitterness

“Red Stuff” living “Birthright” living

Definition

Rejecting God’s faithfulness and 
goodness; cultivating seething anger 
toward God, circumstances, and 
others; seeking satisfaction from 
sinful idols of the world

Embracing and affirming God’s 
covenant loyalty to you in Christ; 
cultivating joy in your identity and 
blessing in Him; responding to His 
fatherly discipline in your life with 
joyful obedience

Key Examples

Esau, children of Israel in the 
wilderness, Naomi (stage 1), roots 
of apostasy - Deuteronomy 29, 
those tempted to walk away from 
Christ and His church - Hebrews 12

Joseph, Caleb & Joshua, Ruth, 
Naomi (stage 2)

Timing Immediate gratification (Genesis 
25:30, Numbers 11:4) Patiently waiting (Ruth 3:18)

Focus My wants, needs, demands, goals 
(Genesis 25:32, Numbers 11:34)

God’s glory, purpose (Genesis 
50:20-21)

Attitude toward God’s will, plan Despises (Genesis 25:34) Embraces (Genesis 39:9)

View of trials, discipline (in the 
broadest sense)

Evidence that God is not good, 
trustworthy (Ruth 1:13, 20-21)

Evidence of God’s fatherly love and 
spiritual purposes (Hebrews 12:4-11)

Spiritual condition Immoral, godless (Hebrews 12:16) Joyful, obedient, trusting child of 
God (Hebrews 12:4-11)

Heart

Knows its own bitterness toward 
God, circumstances, and others. 
Filled with unbelief  
(Proverbs 14:10)

Chooses core beliefs, desires, and 
thoughts that honor God even when 
it is hard  
(Ruth 2:12, Ephesians 4:17-32)

Associated characteristics 
according to Paul

Bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, 
slander (Ephesians 4:31)

Kind, tenderhearted, forgiving 
(Ephesians 4:32)

Associated characteristics 
according to James

Cursing tongue, bitter jealousy, 
selfish ambition, arrogance, lies 
(James 3:10, 14)

Pure, peaceable, gentle, reasonable, 
full of mercy and good fruits, 
unwavering, without hypocrisy 
(James 3:17)

Evaluation of the past Deceived and deceptive  
(Numbers 14:1-4, Ruth 1:21) Honest (Genesis 50:20-21)

Evaluation of the present Exaggerated and hopeless  
(Numbers 14:1-4, Ruth 1:21) Faith and hope filled (Ruth 1:16)

Plan for the future Revenge (Genesis 27:41) Trust (Ruth 2:2)

Tongue Murmuring and complaining 
(Numbers 11-12, James 3:9)

Thankful and blesses others  
(Ruth 2:10, 13)

View of God Narrow, negative, harsh, and 
uncaring (Ruth 1:13, 20-21)

Trustworthy, complete, positive, 
and caring (Ruth 2:12)

Impact on self

Spiritual weakness, faint when 
reproved, sorrowful when 
disciplined, falling short of the 
grace of God (Hebrews 12:1-17)

Growing stronger spiritually, 
developing the peaceful fruit of 
righteousness (Hebrew 12:1-17)

Impact on others Cause trouble and defile others 
(Hebrews 12:15)

Pursue peace with all men 
(Hebrews 12:14)

Eternal destiny Hardened heart and insincere 
repentance (Hebrews 12:17)

Softened heart and embracing the 
sweetness and sufficiency of Jesus 
(Hebrews 12:1-3)


