
 

 

The Christian Handling Anger 
Rev. R. Harbach 

 

 
 “The Lord approved of Abel and his offering, but He did not approve of Cain and his 

offering. Then Cain's anger grew hot, and his face fell. The Lord asked Cain: Why are you angry, 

and why is your face downcast? If you do right, will there not be a lifting [of it] up? But if you 

misbehave, sin is crouching at the door; its intention is toward you, and you must master it.” 

Gen. 4:5-7, Berkley Version. 

Do you ever get angry? It's crowded in the hall or auditorium at school when someone gives 

you a sudden shove from behind. You’ve often reacted in anger to that experience, haven’t you? 

I’m not from (“Show me’’) Missouri; I’m from Philadelphia. You know the meaning of the 

name, but we used to call it “the city of brotherly shove," especially in reference to the subways 

jam-packed with masses of humanity returning home from work. Everybody shoved everybody 

else, it seemed. How would you feel if someone stood on your foot and shoved you at the same 

time? Angry! Right? But, you say, no problem! That’s just life. (As the Germans say, So gehts 

im leben) Usually, at school I can’t get my locker open; not even after kicking it a half dozen 

times in anger. Mostly, my “cool’’ chum comes along and opens it for me with his little finger. 

Yeah, I get mad plenty times. But that’s only human. Right? (Sound familiar?) 

At this point you probably think that I’m going to use the supportive technique in reply, 

Welcome to the human race; right? Wrong. Because I will not support you in your sin, nor do I 

want you to get the idea that emotions (we’re specifically thinking of anger) are neutral, in 

themselves neither good nor bad, and rather it all depends on how you handle them. Such 

a neutrality idea you are probably right off the bat ready to admit is not correct. It isn’t, for it 

expresses a concept that is not biblical. For where the Bible lists the works of the flesh (Gal. 

5:19ff), you find hatred, jealousy, strife and wrath included. (Berkeley Version has: animosities, 

strife, jealousy and bad temper). Wouldn’t you say these emotions are bad, wrong in themselves? 

Surely we cannot claim that there is a neutral (much less a good) animosity, or a neutral bad 

temperedness! Bad temper is a manifestation of sin. 

True, there is a holy anger, as God’s. There is a divine wrath, which is the reaction of God’s 

holiness against sin. But there is also a sinful anger; and that is what we have in this case of Cain. 

He was guilty of a double sin in that he became hot with rash anger, and, as well, mishandled his 

anger. Now this sort of anger is bad because God curses it. Gen. 49:7. Also because “grievous 

words stir up anger’’ (Prov. 15:1), what is stirred up is something bad in itself, not something in 

itself neutral. Also since “discretion deferreth anger” (Prov. 19:11), then doing this it puts off a 

distinctly evil thing. In fact, the gospel commands us, “put off anger, wrath, malice” (Col. 3:8; 

Eph. 4:26, 31). On the basis of this, we are safe in saying that anger and wrath are forms of 

malice. And who will say that malice is neutral; that it only depends on how we deal with it? So 

it comes to this, that “Anger resteth in the bosom of fools” (Eccl. 7:9). The right way to handle 

this wrong is to admit what fools we have been, confess our sin of anger, ask forgiveness for the 

sin, repent of it with a godly sorrow, turn from it, putting it all off in the grace of forgiveness, 

and put on kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering; forbearing one another and forgiving 

one another, if any have a quarrel against any; even as Christ forgave, so also do ye. And above 



all these things, put on love, which is the bond of perfectness. (Col. 3:8, 12-14). That’s how you 

handle anger. 

Also the holy Lord God pointed Cain to the right way. Because Cain had done badly, he felt 

badly. With his sinful anger his face fell. That is, he began to be depressed. But aren’t you sure 

that when Jesus showed anger, Luke 3:5, that His countenance did not drop, His mouth did not 

turn down, nor did He have “a long face,” since it was suffered with a holy ardor, and because 

zeal for God’s house and cause consumed His entire being? Nevertheless, it is always different 

from this with our sinful anger. Hence the Lord had said to Cain, If you do right, won’t that lift 

up your face, change your whole attitude? In other words, If you do right, you will feel right. So 

we must not be feeling-oriented, but obedience-oriented. “Ye be obedient in all things” (2Cor. 

2:9). We are to be obedient to our Master, even when we don’t feel like it. Rather than to always 

indulge our feelings, we are always to practice obedience. The philosophy of this modern age is, 

If it feels good, do it! But the Bible is full of the idea, Do good and eventually you will feel good 

(in the highest sense of good). “Therefore, to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to 

him it is sin” (James 4:17). To put it another way, “Since ye know these things, happy are ye if 

ye do (practice) them” (John 13:17). “This do ye!” (lCor. 11:25). Do as Christ Jesus commands 

you and leave your feelings to spring out of faith and the evidence of faith, namely, obedience. 

For if you misbehave, persist in a faulty behavior-pattern, sin crouches like a lion just outside 

your door, ready to pounce on you and devour you. The intention of the lion of sin is to mangle 

you as soon as you step out of your house. But you must master it. That’s your responsibility 

before God. As a regenerated child of God, you CAN do it, too. (Phil. 4:13; 2:12, 13). So, 

Go forth in His service and strong in His might to conquer all evil and stand for the right! 

But to further clarify this point, that we are really dealing with sin here, let us consider the 

question.  What is the nature of anger? Jesus answers this question in Matt. 5:22, where He deals 

with heart sin against the Sixth Commandment, and shows that in God’s sight anger is heart-

murder, which makes us worthy of hell. The Apostle John taught the same. Whoever hates his 

brother is a murderer. (I John 3:15). How often I’ve wished that we had an edition of our Three 

Forms of Unity bound up with the Westminster Confession and Catechisms! The Larger 

Catechism asks, Q. 136, What are the sins forbidden in the Sixth Commandment? The answer 

includes: “sinful anger, hatred, envy, desire of revenge, all excessive passions’’ (feelings). More 

positively, Q. 135 asks, What are the duties required in the Sixth Commandment? These duties 

include: “Subduing all passions (feelings) patient bearing of the hand of God sober use (right 

proportion and proper balance of) meat (food), drink, physic (medicine, the physician), sleep, 

labor and recreation love. meekness, gentleness, kindness, readiness to be reconciled, patient 

bearing and forgiving of injuries, and requiting good for evil.” The same truth is taught in the 

Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 40. So both of these great Reformed catechisms beautifully 

teach us how to handle anger. 

There is yet another passage which teaches that sinful anger is heart-murder, — Jonah, 

Chapter Four. There we find that Jonah became displeased with the will of God which had been 

for God in His sovereignty convert and save that generation of heathen Ninevites. Jonah 4:1. To 

be displeased with God’s will is the first turn and decline in a downward spiral. Jonah was 

exceedingly displeased; he went to an extreme about it, becoming very anger. Terrible sin! The 

next would be to question God’s will, Jonah 4:2, then to mope over God’s will. In v. 5, Jonah 

“had the mopes’’ (sulks!). The next step downward would be to gripe against God’s will. Jonah’s 

gripes were so bitter he wanted (willed) to die! V. 3, 8. Going on downward one gets angry at 

God’s will. “God said to Jonah, Doest thou well to be angry? And he said, I do well to be 



angry!’’ Jonah tried to justify his sinful anger, as though it were a holy anger, holier than God’s 

own righteous anger. But worse, he said, “I do well to be angry, even unto death," v. 9. Here he 

flies in the face of God, hurling himself against the thick bosses of His buckler (Job 15:26), 

deliberately making an assault on God. He was saying, I have a right to be angry, even if it 

kills me! To defend and exert his anger, Jonah would bash his brains out smashing his head 

against God’s holy will and omnipotence. He was saying, I have reason to be angry, even up to 

the point of bursting a blood vessel in death! Yet he gave no reason for his anger. There were 

reasons, of course, for here are the feelings and griefs of a godly man who was concerned, in the 

wrong way, with the dishonor that might come to God’s name and the end of his own usefulness 

as God’s prophet. But he does not state any reasons for his bad conduct. He was guilty of both 

“venting” and “internalizing” his anger. It all reveals more of the principle that sinful anger is 

heart-murder. Finally, the next turn in the downward spiral of hate is to reach “the point of ‘no 

return.’ ” in rejection of the will of God. We don’t believe that Jonah went quite that far, as Cain 

did. True, there is no account of Jonah’s final repentance and recovery (as there is of Solomon's: 

Neh. 13:26). But we may believe that Jonah did repent and come to reconciliation with God and 

His will. The heathen Ninevites repented of their sin. Would not covenant minded Jonah? So 

then we have this dangerous downward trend of sinful anger developing thus: 

1. Displeased with God’s will 

2. Questions God’s will 

3. Mopes over God’s will 

4. Gripes against God’s will 

5. Anger at God’s will 

6. Rejection of God’s will 

These steps in apostasy are fearful enough, but the situation can worsen. It can proceed to 

indifference to God’s Word, deteriorating to resentment against God’s Word, to finally end in 

hateful unbelief and total detestation of God’s Word. One more directive in how Christians are to 

handle anger: Humanism does not have a way of solving the problem pleasing to the Lord. 

Humanism does not instruct in how to overcome anger God’s way, because it knows nothing of 

God’s power operating in a renewed heart. Shouldn’t we avoid anger? Really, we cannot, 

without going altogether out of this world. 1 Cor. 5:9, 10. For what if brother or sister makes you 

angry? What if anger is occasioned by your father (Eph. 6:4), your mother, neighbor, 

schoolmates, or maybe by your minister, or planet earth itself (as it was with Jonah)? Anger is 

inescapable. What to do? Do this: see as God sees that your rancid anger is sin. (Excuse your 

anger, and you’re sunk!). Well, you say, I have a Dutch temper. SO? I have a German and 

English temper, which is pretty hard to beat. But so what? We must nowhere be supportive of 

this evil, nor mitigate it, nor regard it as normal, nor inevitable, not inherited from great-

grandpa’s Uncle Julius. All this injects hopelessness into the picture, which is definitely not the 

outlook of the gospel. Calling it sin the gospel presents hope, the prospect of forgiveness, 

amendment of life, victory, peace and fruitful happy living. So, on the basis of I John 1:9 confess 

this sin. Pray for grace to forsake it and to replace the habit pattern of Anger (Larger Cat. 136) 

with the positive virtues of the gospel (L. C. 135) Then thank God for His mercy, grace and 

power which He will give to bring it to pass! 
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