The Devil’s Toolbox #3

“Bitterness: The Slow Boil”

various texts

Most kitchen stoves or ranges have controls for each individual burner. At the top of the control may be the word “Hi”, and at the bottom the word “Simmer.” On “Hi” the stove heats up quickly and will boil water quickly; on “Simmer” the range heats slowly, though if left on long enough, it, too, will boil water.

In our series of messages entitled “The Devil’s Toolbox,” I would like to use this same contrast with two emotions that Satan often uses against us. Our last message dealt with the topic of anger, which would be comparable to the “Hi” setting on the stove. Anger tends to flare up quickly, often leading to lashing out hastily and hotly. Bitterness and resentment, on the other hand, is not so easily noticed. It may stay rather hidden from public view, simmering into a slow boil that can be just as dangerous as the flash of anger—potentially even more so, as we will see.

Assessing the Intense Feeling


Let’s begin where we have in each message of this series, by assessing the intense feeling of bitterness. A bitter person tends to be negative in outlook, hypercritical of others, resentful, and wallowing in self-pity. Such self-pity and brooding may be pleasant for a while. These attitudes may elicit sympathy from others or feelings of self-righteous indignation about the unfairness of life. If this attitude persists, though, the person can become bitter﻿﻿ and drive others away, unwilling to listen to the complaining.


As mentioned previously, bitterness tends to be drawn out over a period of time, unlike anger that flares up and then is gone. June Hunt speaks of prolonged anger as “the simmering stew” that is held in for a long time. This anger results from an unforgiving heart toward some past offense and offender. Unforgiveness eventually results in a resentment and deep bitterness that harms other relationships.
  Notice the word “harbor.” Webster defines that word as “to hold persistently in the mind.”
 Bitterness is something we hold on to, cherish and feed and nurture. How do we do that? Too often we feed bitterness by finding fault with everything.
 The bitterness grows. Let someone come along and encourage us to let go of it, and they’re in trouble! 


One of the more obvious symptoms of bitterness is our speech. Paul writes in Romans 3:14, “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” When we harbor this gnawing bitterness, regardless of how well it may be concealed, it ultimately shows itself in snide comments and derogatory remarks.
 

James, when speaking about our words, says in James 3:9-11,

With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be. Can both fresh water and bitter water flow from the same spring?


I have been contrasting anger and bitterness as separate issues, but there are some very real connections. Bitterness almost always begins as anger. David Seamands writes in his book, Healing for Damaged Emotions,
Don’t confuse anger and resentment, for they are entirely differ​ent. Anger, controlled and properly expressed, is one thing; out-of-control anger, improperly expressed, is another. The Apostle Paul made a plain distinction between the right kind of anger and resentment. He carefully contrasted anger with hate, malice, bit​terness, and all the rest of it. Interestingly enough, his statement, “Be ye angry and sin not” (Eph. 4:26), is in the imperative. Paul didn’t say, “It’s all right, I will allow you to get angry once in a while as a concession.” Paul said, “Get angry! Be angry!” He was quick to add, “But be careful.” Paul knew that anger can lead to resentment, malice, bitterness, if it is not handled very careful​ly. Paul was saying, “Express your anger, but be sure that it doesn’t lead you into any form of bitterness, resentment, or hatred.” Now the strange fact of the matter is that unless you and I learn proper ways of expressing and resolving anger, we will become resentful and bitter. Many marriages are being destroyed because partners have not learned how to properly express their anger. They are keeping the lid on a lot of deep feelings, doing a slow burn, and getting even in a thousand and one subtle ways. Be angry, but be careful. Anger becomes resentful and bitter when you don’t know proper ways to express it. This is exactly what happens to the perfectionist who can never even allow him​self to express anger; who won’t even allow himself to be aware that he is angry. He denies it and pushes it down deep into his inner self where it simmers and festers and comes out in various kinds of disguised emotional problems, marital conflicts, and even in forms of physical illness.


Once again we see physical and emotional symptoms that can be traced back to a root cause of stress—in this case, bitterness. Such things as glandular problems, high blood pressure, cardiac disorders, ulcers, and a host of other physical ailments have been associated with bitterness. Bitterness is like a continually running machine that uses our bodies for its energy source. More and more, medical professionals are beginning to see some kind of link between the way our bodies function and the way we think.


Emotionally a bitter person is prone to depression, anxiety, and cynicism. As Charles Stanley points out, “The most tragic consequence of unforgiveness is the inability to love.”
 Such is the intense feeling of bitterness.

Acknowledging the Important Facts


Next we must acknowledge the important facts about bitterness? Warren Wiersbe provides a vivid definition of this emotion: “Bitterness refers to a settled hostility that poisons the whole inner man.”
 The Bible often couples the ideas of bitterness with poison, as in Deuteronomy 29:18, “Make sure there is no man or woman, clan or tribe among you today whose heart turns away from the Lord our God to go and worship the gods of those nations; make sure there is no root among you that produces such bitter poison.” Deuteronomy 32:32 adds, “Their vine comes from the vine of Sodom and from the fields of Gomorrah. Their grapes are filled with poison, and their clusters with bitterness.”  In characteristic Hebrew parallelism, “poison” and “bitterness” are paired together. Elsewhere in the Old Testament the Hebrew word translated “bitterness” is literally “poison.”


In the New Testament, the author of Hebrews warns against bitterness with these words: “See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many” (Hebrews 12:15).  Most scholars believe that this author had Deuteronomy 29:18 in mind when he wrote this verse. Chuck Swindoll observes, “The poisonous weed of bitterness thrives in the deep soil of unresolved anger. It must be pulled up by its roots, not just snipped off at the top.” He goes on to add,

You cannot nurture the bitterness plant and at the same time keep it concealed. The bitter root bears bitter fruit. You may think you can hide it…live with it…grin and bear it, but you cannot. Slowly, inexorably, that sharp, cutting edge of unforgiveness will work its way to the surface. The poison seedling will find insidious ways to cut into others. Ironically, the one who suffers most is the one who lashes out at those around him. He becomes victim of the giant he refused to slay.

Unlike anger, which can bring harm to those around us, the emotions of bitterness and resentment may be more destructive to ourselves and to our relationship to God than to others. These build up inside our hearts and eat away at our physical and spiritual lives like a slowly spreading cancer.

These emotions have in common a focus on self, putting our disappointments, our wounded pride, or our shattered dreams on the thrones of our hearts, where they become idols to us. We nurture resentment and bitterness, and we wallow in self-pity. We know intellectually what God has promised in His Word, but in defiance we choose to think about that which is dishonoring to God and destructive of our own spiritual health.


An example of this is found in the Old Testament book of Ruth. Chapter one introduces Elimelech, his wife Naomi, and their two sons. Against God’s instructions, this Israelite family moved to Moab during a time of famine. The two boys marry Moabite girls—also against Scriptural standards—and they live in Moab about ten years. Elimelech and both sons died there in Moab, so Naomi returned home to Bethlehem. 

When she arrived, the ladies of the town came out to meet her. We read in Ruth 1:20-21, 

“Don’t call me Naomi,” she told them. “Call me Mara, because the Almighty has made my life very bitter. I went away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi? The Lord has afflicted me; the Almighty has brought misfortune upon me.” 

Naomi reflects human nature in general as she blames God, rather than personal choices and sin nature, for the destructive and painful things she is experiencing.
 John MacArthur comments, “Her experiences were not unlike Job but her perspective resembled that of Job’s wife.”
 Swindoll adds,

Few things are more difficult or troubling to see than a bitter old person—wrapped in a blanket of anger, spewing forth profanity, por​ing over albums of wrongs done, and feeding on the dregs of would-be memories. One woman wrote these penetrating words: “Do they really matter, all the why’s? Could all the answers take away the pain, or all the reasons really dry my eyes, though from Heaven’s court? No, I would weep again. My God, You have saved me from Hell’s black abyss; oh, save me now from the tyranny of bitterness!”

Naomi was a tragic case of bitterness…one we endeavor to avoid.

Adopting an Indomitable Plan


So how can we do that? By adopting an indomitable plan to head off bitterness before it takes root. 

Bitterness comes from unresolved anger.
 As we saw in our last study, we tend to become angry with those who hurt us, disappoint us, or get in the way of our goals. The flame of anger may flash brightly and then go out, but the slow boil of bitterness can smolder within us for an extended time. We become resentful, critical, and sour in our attitudes. Ultimately we become bitter against God or against other people. (We can become angry at things or circumstances, but that anger doesn’t usually last long enough to become bitterness.) 

Why do we become angry and bitter against God? When circumstances seem to go against us, when life does not seem fair, when our hopes and dreams go unfulfilled, we sometimes hold God responsible…just like Naomi did in the passage read earlier. We may be able to quote Romans 8:28—“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose”—but do we really believe it? Do we trust that God knows what He is doing, that He can work through even the dark days to bring about His plan and purpose for our lives?

One biblical character who struggled with this was the prophet Habakkuk. Early in the book that bears his name he struggled with what seemed to be God’s inactivity in the face of injustice. Then, when God revealed what He was doing and had intended to do to the people of Judah, then Habakkuk became even more confused and angry. Finally God had to sit him down and say, “Look, I know you can’t comprehend all that’s going on here. You don’t have all the answers…but I do. Just trust me.” That is the thrust behind Habakkuk 2:4, and verse quoted three times in the New Testament: “The just shall live by faith.” And Habakkuk finally understood what that kind of faith meant. He concludes his book with these words:

Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior (Habakkuk 3:17-18).


That is faith! Missionary statesman Eric Liddell, best known as the hero of the movie Chariots of Fire, has written, “Circumstances may appear to wreck our lives and God’s plans, but God is not helpless among the ruins. Our broken lives are not lost or useless. God’s love is still working. He comes in and takes the calamity and uses it victoriously, working out his wonderful plan of love.”
 We simply have to trust Him.


What about bitterness and resentment against another person who has wronged us, disappointed us, or gotten in our way? Paul provides the answer in Ephesians 4:31-32, “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” 

The Bible says the way to be rid of bitterness is to cultivate kindness and compassion. Ultimately, he says, we have to forgive others as Christ has forgiven us.
 Forgiveness is the key to overcoming bitterness. Forgiveness is to set a captive free, then to discover you were the captive. We cannot be liberated from our past or be emotionally free in the present without forgiving from the heart.

You see, much of our lives are beyond our control. And once ex​periences have occurred, there is nothing we can do to change them. This is why we often view ourselves as vic​tims, victimized by the uncontrollable. But while we can​not control what happens to us, we can choose how we react to these things. We cannot change our history but we can, through forgiveness, experience healing and even growth from the hurtful things we experience.

A wonderful example of this is the Old Testament character of Joseph. His life was filled with wrongs done by other people: His brothers sold his as a slave; Potiphar’s wife lied about him and had him imprisoned; the king’s cupbearer forgot about him in prison; the list goes on and on. And yet, throughout the rest of Joseph’s life, from age 30 to age 110 when he died, we hear not one word of resentment on his heart or from his lips. Not a word of blame against the brothers who sold him into slavery, not a word of bitterness against Potiphar’s wife, not a word of rebuke against the cupbearer who had forgotten him. Joseph was eventually in a position to get even with all of them. But he didn’t. And because he was free of bitterness, he became a useful instrument in the mighty hand of God.
 The same can true for us. Dr. Archibald Hart writes,
Secular psychology really has no solution for resolving the deep hurts and resentment caused when life has been so un​reasonable and lopsided in dispensing unfair pain and suffer​ing. There is no human resource to heal such hurt. It turns most people into bitter, alienated human beings. Only God has the answer to such unfairness; not psychology nor a hun​dred years of psychotherapy! It is the way of forgiveness… How do I forgive? I’ve given a lot of thought over many years about what it means to forgive and have concluded that it is simply surrendering my right to hurt back. Why must I do this? For one compelling reason: God has asked me to. In return, He offers me His forgiveness—the greatest gift anyone can receive. This is a more powerful stress reliever than any tranquilizer or blood pressure medicine I know of. I’ve tasted it for myself.


The devil loves to use bitterness, one of his favorite tools from his toolbox. When we encounter bitterness, we need to understand its character and its cure. Bitterness is the result of unresolved anger in our lives, usually directed against God or against other people whom we feel have harmed us or simply gotten in our way.


If our bitterness is directed at God, we must respond to Him in faith. Trust that He will bring about what is best for us in His own time and way. If, on the other hand, our bitterness if directed at others for what they have done against us, the cure is forgiveness. Let go of the anger and bitterness; allow God to deal with them in His own way; and set yourself free. Remove yourself from the hot flames of anger and the slow boil of bitterness. Don’t give Satan a foothold in your life through unresolved anger turned to bitterness in your heart.
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