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The Word of the Lord from Ephesians 4: “31Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil 
speaking be put away from you, with all malice. 32And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, 
forgiving one another, just as God in Christ forgave you.”

This is the Word of the Lord.

I. Anger’s Dangers

You may have heard it said that Eskimos have 400 words to describe snow. That’s actually a 
myth, and the number is much closer to 4 than 400. But synonyms are helpful things, because 
they teach us different facets of the same topic. St. Paul does us that service today as he gives 
us not one, but six different words about anger.

He begins with “bitterness,” that feeling of resentment that you might have because you’ve 
been wronged or because you’re envious. Bitterness goes nowhere, but just sits inside and eats 
away, often in the form of a grudge. It has a close cousin, self-pity, that helps cement it in place 
to make you miserable.

Next is “wrath.” Where bitterness is largely passive, wrath refers to a rage that’s likely to be 
intense and actively expressive. It might be because you’ve just flown off the handle from a 
boiling pot of stresses, or because you’re under attack. But few things can burn bridges faster 
than wrath. Wrath often leads to a sense of shame afterwards, which pride then wants you to 
deny.

After wrath comes “anger” in the text. Back in the Greek, this word especially refers to an 
anger that pursues revenge. Someone’s done something to you, so you’re going to do something 
to them. The division will only deepen.

Next comes “clamor” in our text, which could also be translated as “angry shouting.” This is a 
common tactic in our world today. If people disagree with you, shout loudly and angrily so that 
they don’t want to debate you anymore, at which point you can claim victory. It’s an empty 
victory of course, because it solves nothing and only encourages people to avoid you in the 
future.

Next up is “evil speaking,” which means slander or insulting talk. How easy it is to sit back 
and deride someone with whom you disagree, rather than seek to resolve the matter. To slander 
someone may feel gratifying at first, but it only damages your character as it proves you’re small 
and untrustworthy.

Finally, there’s “malice,” which can also be translated as “hateful feelings.” Rather than seek 
reconciliation, malice desires harm against others. It wants others to suffer—at least 
inconvenience, if not more.

Bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, evil speaking and malice. That’s quite the laundry list of 
angry words, and you know the harm of each facet. Anger is about destruction, not construction. 
It’s about dividing, not uniting. It plays for retribution, not reconciliation. Furthermore, to hold 
onto anger is to harm yourself, divide yourself from others who don’t want to be around 
someone who’s angry. Or it means that you’ll surround yourself with like-minded angry people, 



but such groups of “friends” are united only in what they oppose. Or it means that you’ll lapse 
into depression as you use up all that emotional energy holding it all in. Those human arguments 
alone should be enough to encourage you to leave anger behind at every turn.

But St. Paul gives you another, better reason to put away anger: it grieves the Holy Spirit. It 
grieves the 3rd person of the Holy Trinity when you get angry.

What does the Holy Spirit desire for you? The Holy Spirit desires to give you the forgiveness 
of sins for which Jesus died on the cross. Thus, among other texts, we hear I Corinthians 6:11: 
“But you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord 
Jesus and by the Spirit of our God.” It is the Holy Spirit’s blessed task to bring you the 
forgiveness of sins bought by the blood of Christ. He thus pursues you, O baptized child of God, 
with Jesus’ Word and Jesus’ Supper, to keep on giving you forgiveness, faith and salvation.

Anger wars against forgiveness. Examine yourself: how likely are you to forgive someone 
else when you are angry with them? Not likely at all. Wrath and forgiveness are strangers. But 
first and foremost here, we need to speak not of you forgiving others, but of God forgiving you. 
Anger seeks to build a wall to keep you from God’s grace.

Here’s how it works. Anger’s wrong—it’s almost always a sin, and Old Adam is going to use it 
against you. He’ll twist that knife one way or another in order to get you away from the grace of 
God.

You’ll always be tempted to justify your anger: “I deserve to be angry because…” Because he 
hurt me. Because I’m right and they won’t listen. Because she’s not sorry. Because they don’t 
deserve to be forgiven. Whatever the reason, why do you deserve to be angry? Have you 
declared yourself to be righteous enough that your anger is pure? Have you taken the place of 
God, given the right to decide who deserves to be forgiven and who does not? So is that anger 
deserved—or is it a manifestation of pride, that you’re better than others? Pride opposes 
repentance, because the penitent admits he’s wrong.

You’ll be tempted to claim to be the victim of anger: “I’m angry and stressed because so 
much is going on, and just can’t help myself.” Easy to do, because there’s certainly enough stuff 
to set you off these days. But to blame the situation is to claim innocence for yourself…and isn’t 
it true that you wouldn’t worry so much if you just trusted the Lord’s promises more?  So is your 
anger okay…or does it indicate a lack of trust in God? This too is Old Adam at work, opposing 
grace in order to make you feel better about yourself.

There’s always the flip side: Old Adam will use anger to drive you into despair: “God can’t 
forgive me if I can’t forgive others. I can’t forgive—I’m damaged too badly, so I cannot be 
forgiven.”  Thus he’ll persuade you that you must earn salvation by your work of forgiving. Or 
perhaps he’ll convince you simply to bury it deep inside yourself and pretend that it’s not there—
a surefire way to depression and despondency.

See how it goes? Truly, you don’t want to hold onto anger. You want to get rid of it.

Rest assured: as long as you remain a sinner in this sinful world, you’ll get angry and your 
anger will not be righteous. There is only One whose anger is purely righteous and holy: the Lord 
Himself. And the last thing you want is for God to deal with you and your sin in His perfect 
righteous anger.

That’s why you rejoice to hear these words in our text: “be kind to one another, 
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God in Christ forgave you.”



II. “God in Christ Forgave You”

God in Christ forgave you. That’s astounding. God’s anger against sin is a righteous, holy 
anger, and you and I are sinful. All those reasons we use to justify our anger are good reasons to 
justify His. We grieve Him with our sin. We persist in it and try to explain it away as necessary 
and good. We know His ways are better, but we choose our own instead. We don’t trust, though 
we should—the Lord has given us no reason to distrust Him. We take so lightly Chirst’s sacrifice 
for ours sins, as proved by our many sins still. No, if God dealt with us by His righteous anger, He 
would be righteous in doing so.  But God does not deal with you and me in anger. Instead of 
giving us what we deserve, He gave His Son up to death. Instead of bearing a grudge, Christ 
endured the wrath of sinful man and bore your sins to His cross. And there, the most astonishing 
thing took place: the Father took out all of His wrath for you and your sin on His Son. He spent 
all His anger on Christ at His crucifixion. And if all of His anger is spent, what is left for you? Only 
His gifts of grace and faith and life. The Lord deals with you like a tenderhearted Father, kind and 
forgiving.

In His kindness, the Lord leads you to repentance. Rather than leave you to feed and foster 
your anger that divides you from others and from Him, your Savior bids you to confess it and get 
rid of it. (Not just get over it, but get rid of it!) Rather than divide you from Him for eternity, 
Jesus unites you with Himself, giving you His body and blood for the forgiveness of anger and all 
of your sins.

Rather than leave you to bear grudges which will only eat you alive inside, your Savior 
declares, “I have died for your sins. Risen again, I bear no grudge against you. Instead, I forgive 
you your sins and set you free to forgive others.”

Rather than leave you blaming others for your sins and wrath, the Lord declares, “I’ve taken 
the blame for your sins, so that you might be delivered from my wrath. Confess your sins, and 
forgive one another.”

How kind and tenderhearted is our Savior! He suffers God’s anger for our sin and then 
forgives us. That’s why you confess your sin, rather than rot in anger. And because the Lord has 
forgiven you so much, that is why you forgive others, too. You’ve been set free from sin to do 
that.

Now, because anger is such a pervasive sin, we must address three more special situations.

There are those who are more prone to anger than others. This might be you. It might not 
be that you suffer terrible circumstances; rather, it might simply be that you’re a high-strung, 
easily grumpy person. You might hear this news of forgiveness and say, “This forgiveness doesn’t 
work on me,” and then…get angry about it. Please understand: as long as we live in this world, 
we will all struggle with sin. Perhaps the Lord will deliver you from a short temper; perhaps He 
will leave that as a thorn in your flesh. To you and to all, remember: when you do give in to 
anger, let that sin rightly accuse you and show you your unworthiness before God. And then 
rejoice that the Lord does not hold this sin against you for Jesus’ sake—and on Judgment Day, if 
not before, He will deliver you.

There is also the tricky situation where somebody says this: “I know I should forgive 
someone, but I can’t do it. He hurt me too badly, and I cannot forgive him. If I can’t forgive him, 
then God will not forgive me, and so I have no hope of salvation.”  Dear friends, let us treat this 
carefully. This is a world where man can be very cruel, extremely abusive. It is possible that 
someone has hurt you so deeply that, no matter how much you desire, you will be unable to 



forgive. True, that’s a sin. But does this mean you are lost? No. Being unable to forgive is a sin—
and Jesus has died for all of your sins, that one included. Confess that sin—each time the anger 
surfaces, confess it again and know that Christ has died for you. Pray for your enemies, confess 
your sins of anger. You can, because you are the Lord’s. Perhaps the Lord will deliver you from 
that anger in this life; but even if it remains an ongoing temptation, you can be certain that you 
are the Lord’s forgiven child.

One more situation to deal with today. We note that as Paul writes this text about anger, he 
is writing to a Christian congregation in Ephesus. Few things will tear apart a congregation faster 
than anger, because anger will bring with it all those facets of bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, 
evil speaking and malice; after all, congregations are full of sinners like you and me. This is a 
good and easy time to speak of this here, because this congregation is at peace as far as I know; 
but all congregations must endure crosses and crises that test the bonds of love. It is good, then, 
to say this now: in the congregation as well as everywhere else, be kind to one another, 
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God in Christ forgave you. Rather than indulge in 
anger, let us each always work toward the unity which is found in a penitent people forgiven for 
the sake of Jesus.

For this is true: Jesus has borne the wrath of God for your sins and mine. Your sin and anger 
cannot enslave you anymore, because you have been set free by your kind and tenderhearted 
Savior, who endured God’s anger for your sin and declares to you this day and always: “I forgive 
you all of your sin.”

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen


