The Greatest of These #8

“Love Is Not (Easily) Angered”

1 Corinthians 13:5

Diplomacy is a lost art these days. In this age of “brutal honesty” (which is usually more brutal than honest), carefully worded phrases spoken tactfully seem to be a thing of the past.

This reminds me of a story… 

A young man was hired in the produce department of a grocery store. On his first day, he was approached by an elderly lady who asked him for a half a head of lettuce.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but we don’t sell half heads of lettuce,” he replied.

“Young man, I want a half a head of lettuce!” she insisted.

So he went through the swinging doors into the back room. “Hey, Mac,” he called to the boss, “some crazy customer out here wants a half a head of lettuce.” Noticing that the lady was right on his heels he quickly added, “And this nice lady would like the other half.”

Mac chopped a head of lettuce in half, wrapped it up and gave it to the lady, who left with a smile. Turning to the young man he said, “You handled that well.”

“Where I come from, you need to think fast on your feet,” he answered.

“Oh, where do you come from?” Mac asked.

“Detroit,” the young man replied, “the city of great hockey teams and ugly women.”

“Is that so?” Mac went on. “My wife is from Detroit.”

“You don’t say,” the young man answered. “What team did she play for?”

The reason I even bring this up has to do with our text for today’s message. As we continue to work through Paul’s definition of love in 1 Corinthians 13, we come to the phrase in verse five, “Love…is not easily angered.”

We may read those words and not think twice about it, until we dig a little deeper into the original language. You see, in the Greek text, there is no work for “easily.” That word was added to the English translation. When Paul originally penned this letter, his statement was absolute: Love “is not provoked” or “exasperated.” 
 

So why was the word “easily” added? According to history, King James I (the English monarch who commissioned the King James Version of the Bible) had quite a temper. When the translators came to this text, they were afraid that if they rendered the words to read “love is not provoked,” it would anger the king; so they softened the blow by adding the word “easily” to the word “provoked.” They were exercising a bit of diplomacy…probably to save their own heads!

Unfortunately this effort to prevent a king’s angry response has filtered into many of our modern translations that retain the word “easily.” We can’t let ourselves off the hook, though. Paul actually wrote, “Love is not angered or provoked or irritated or touchy.” (This is why the title of this sermon has the word “easily” in parentheses.)

Paul himself was not immune from this problem, though. A Greek noun very similar to the verb used in this verse appears in Acts 15:39, where Paul and his mentor Barnabas got into a disagreement over whether to take John Mark with them on their second missionary journey.
 On their first voyage, when the going got tough, John Mark left the missionary pair and returned home. Barnabas wanted to give him a second chance, while Paul adamantly refused to bring him along again. This contention caused such a rift in their relationship, the two permanently separated. Their paths never crossed again.


What do we mean by anger? I came across several definitions of anger in my study, but two caught my attention. One resource states, “Anger can most often be defined as an emotional response to a perceived wrong or injustice.”
 Another writes, “Anger is a strong emotion of irritation or agitation that occurs when a need or expectation is not met.”


The first definition is important because it shows that anger is not wrong in and of itself. There is a legitimate place for anger in the life of the Christian, which we will consider in a moment. But the second definition demonstrates how anger often drifts from legitimate to illegitimate. As Leon Morris observes, “There is a place for anger (cf. Eph. 4:26), but that is a passionate opposition to evil, not a selfish concern for one’s own rights.”
 I would like to consider both of these forms of anger, and then conclude with some steps to deal with the selfish, sinful side of anger.
The Acceptable Reasons for Righteous Indignation


 Let’s begin by considering the acceptable reasons for righteous indignation. Not all anger is sin. God gets angry, Jesus got angry, and there are occasions when we ought to be angry. Paul writes, “In your anger do not sin.” (Eph. 4:26). It shows that we can be angry without being sinful, though we must be careful lest our anger leads us into sin.


What do we mean by “righteous indignation”? Briefly stated, righteous anger is a reaction to a moral wrong that we witness.
 We share God’s opinion or feelings on the matter. I believe anger is righteous in two circumstances:

· When God’s glory is threatened or abused

· When others’ welfare is threatened or abused
Consider how Jesus’ anger was different from ours. His anger was over injustice and unrighteousness as manifested in the temple of Israel. That is the sort of righteous anger that is acceptable to God and that is not sinful. His anger was never about His own “stuff”—His own agenda, His own schedule, His own rights, His own desires, or His own preferences. That’s what our anger is almost always about.
 Even on the many occasions when He was personally vilified or abused, He did not once become angry or defensive.
 (As we will see next, improper anger usually stems from taking things personally.)

What can we do about righteous anger? First and foremost, we need to pray. When an event or a situation makes us angry, we should talk to God about it. Why does it make us angry? Does God share that same feeling? When another person makes us angry, we should “tell God on ‘em.” W. T. McCoy writes, “If you find yourself growing angry at someone, pray for him; anger cannot live in an atmosphere of prayer.”
 

One thing we are not to do—even with righteous anger—is to take matters into our own hands. The Bible is filled with example of people who had every right to be angry, but when they took it upon themselves to right the wrong, they failed miserably. Moses was right to be angry when the Israelites complained (again) that they lacked water, but when he expressed that anger, he was denied entrance into the Promised Land. David’s son Absalom was correct in his anger against Amnon, who raped his sister Tamar, but that anger led him to murdering his half-brother. Leviticus 19:18 tells us, “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord.” Paul quotes Deuteronomy and Proverbs as he writes in Romans 12:19-21,

Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

To paraphrase the old Greyhound commercial, “Leave the vengeance to God.” As James 1:20 tells us, “The anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God” [nasb]. 

Does this mean it is wrong to notify the authorities when we see laws being broken or to defend a helpless victim? No, but don’t allow yourself to be carried away with the emotion of the moment.


Even when our anger is legitimate, we should not hold on to it. Earlier I mentioned Ephesians 4:26, “In your anger do not sin.” The remainder of the verse states, “Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry.” In other words, deal with it! The sooner we bring our anger under control by addressing ourselves to its source, the better.

The Annoying Reasons for Reckless Irritation


Unfortunately, much of the anger we deal with is not of the righteous variety. I’ve seen both men and women who are constantly irritated by other people, especially close family. The smallest error—a wrong look, a misplaced word, a simple oversight—causes miniature explosions throughout the day.
 Or else all of these trivial aggravations build up until a major eruption occurs…usually a major over-reaction to a minor infraction.
How do we know if our anger is wrong? Let’s return to the second of the two definitions of anger I mentioned earlier: “Anger is a strong emotion of irritation or agitation that occurs when a need or expectation is not met.” Here the anger takes on a personal perspective. Anger is sinful if it is a resentful reaction to someone threat​ening our personal wants or needs.
 Open your Bibles to James 4:1-2,

What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. 


I realize the word “anger” does not appear here, but “fights and quarrels” usually stem from anger. This passage strikes at the very core of most of our anger: selfishness. It’s that smothering absorption with getting our way and having our needs met—being acknowledged, understood, cared for, catered to, listened to—that brings us into conflict with others. People don’t come through for us and that makes us angry, an anger that quickly becomes blind rage, cruelty, and force.
 
What are the annoying reasons for reckless irritation? I have come up with four:
· our personal perception is rejected

· our personal privileges are threatened

· our personal preferences are challenged

· our personal plans are interrupted
Rejection is a powerful cause of anger. Consider the first mention of anger in the Bible, in Genesis 4:4-5, “The Lord accepted Abel and his gift, but he did not accept Cain and his gift. So Cain became very angry and felt rejected” (emphasis added). Max Lucado comments,

This is the first appearance of Anger in the Bible. He’ll pop up some four hundred more times between here and the maps in the back, but this is the first occasion. He pulls up to the curb and gets out of the car, and look who is in the front seat with him—Rejection. Anger and Rejection in the same sentence. This isn’t the only time the couple are spotted in Scripture. Anger singes many pages. And more than once Rejection is charged with arson.
 

What happens when you feel rejection? We hurt. And because we get hurt, we get hot. Anger becomes our defense mechanism.
 

What is anger defending? Our 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 also arises when we feel our rights have been threatened. We get angry when another person gains a privilege or recognition we want for ourselves, because it is our “﻿right.﻿” But to put our rights before our duty and before loving concern for others comes from self-centeredness and lovelessness. The loving person is more concerned about doing what he should and helping where he can than in having what he thinks are his rights and his due. Love considers nothing its right and everything its obligation.

We also find ourselves getting angry when our personal preferences are challenged. Have you ever witnessed two (or more) people furiously arguing over a matter of taste? Whether it is art, music, sports, hobbies—things that are not right or wrong in and of themselves—these folks will fight to the death to defend their likes and dislikes!

And interruptions…now there’s a sore spot for many people! You have your day scheduled out, and if everything goes just right you’ll be able to check off everything on your list. But that unexpected request, that unremitting red light, or that insensitive idiot that has the nerve to drive the speed limit right in front of you! Your blood pressure rises, your breathing grows shallow, and you are ready to explode! (That’s too convicting; let’s move on!)

The Appropriate Response to Recurring Irritants

So how do we deal with the problem of personal, petty anger? God provides us with the appropriate response to recurring irritants in our lives. If you are looking for a quick three-step solution to the problem of anger, I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. There is nothing simple about the problem or the solution. As Henry Drummond wrote in his classic work on 1 Corinthians 13, The Greatest Thing in the World,
It is not enough to deal with the temper. We must go to the source, and change the inmost nature, and the angry [emotions] will die away of themselves. Souls are made sweet not by taking the acid fluids out, but by putting something in—a great Love, a new Spirit. The Spirit of Christ...interpenetrating ours, sweetens, purifies, transforms all. This only can eradicate what is wrong, work a chemical change, renovate and regenerate, and rehabilitate the inner man. Will-power does not change men. Time does not change men. Christ does.

As is so often the case, the heart of the problem is the problem of the heart. And without a heart transformation, any solution will be surface and shallow. Christ must enter in.


When Christ comes in, He gives us His kind of love, agapē love. It is a love that takes a person outside of himself and centers his attention on the well being of others. And this is the only cure for self-centeredness.


In other words, genuine love isn’t fragile. It has a thick skin. Agapē applies lots of grace to every relationship; it leaves lots of room for other people to make mistakes.
 Love is willing to endure slights and insults, as Jesus did.
 
Christian love never becomes exasperated with people. Exasperation is always a sign of defeat. When we lose our tempers, we lose everything. (Ever heard of someone giving another “a piece of his mind that he could ill afford to lose”?) Rudyard Kipling said that it was the test of a man if he could keep his head when everyone else was losing his and blaming it on him, and if when he was hated he did not give way to hating. The man who is master of his temper can be master of anything.
 
Sometimes we have too-high expectations that are never met, causing frustration and anger. In our calm moments, we can reduce our anger by evaluating our expectations and making sure they’re not unreasonable.
 Understand that others will fail us…even if they don’t want to! Children will be irresponsible, young people (and older ones, too) will forget, well-intentioned friends will let us down. If we can learn not to expect so much from others and from our world, we may prevent anger from even happening.

Even in simple matters of scheduling, leave room for the unexpected. Allow God the latitude to change our direction and priorities in a given day. Sometimes the best experiences we encounter are the unexpected, unplanned, “accidents” that we could not have anticipated.


Remember, love always puts God and others before self. People matter more than time, things, or tastes. Love isn’t concerned about personal rejection, for we are unconditionally accepted by God. Love isn’t caught up in personal privileges, plans, or preferences, but looks to serve God and help others. In fact, if I could add a word in our text for this morning, it would not be “easily”; rather I would insert the word “personally” so that the verse would read, “Love…is not personally angered or provoked.” A big step toward growing in love is taking ourselves a little less seriously. Or a lot.


If we are not careful, though, anger can wreck havoc in our lives. The word “anger” is one little letter away from “danger.”
  As God told Cain, we must master the anger before it masters us.
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