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 “A Feast of Anger” 

Elizabeth Goodin 

 

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount was a description of life in the Kingdom of Heaven. The text we are 

about to hear begins a portion of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount where he is offering a broader 

interpretation of God’s ancient laws that deal with human relations. He prefaces his words by 

saying that he has not come to abolish the laws but to fulfill them. Jesus is looking beneath the 

word of the law to arrive at God’s intent for his Kingdom. He begins in Matthew 5:21-26 with a 

closer look at the 6th Commandment, ‘You shall not murder.’ 

 

“You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever 

murders shall be liable to judgment.’  But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or 

sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to 

the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire.  So when you are 

offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something against 

you,  leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, 

and then come and offer your gift.  Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the 

way to court with him, or your accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the 

guard, and you will be thrown into prison.  Truly I tell you, you will never get out until you have 

paid the last penny. 

 

“Of the Seven Deadly Sins,” theologian Frederick Buechner has said, “anger is possibly the most 

fun. To lick your wounds, to smack your lips over grievances long past, to roll over your tongue 

the prospect of bitter confrontations still to come, to savor to the last toothsome morsel both the 

pain you are given and the pain you are giving back--in many ways it is a feast fit for a king.” 

Does something in Buechner’s words this morning perhaps ring with a bit of truth for you? In 

quarrels with others, who among us has not savored the satisfaction of being right or enjoyed the 

taste of vindication?  

But when we hear Jesus’ teaching on anger in his Sermon on the Mount, his words sound a little 

scary.  

 

Jesus compared the seriousness and long-term consequences of anger with those of murder, and 

he cast them in the same light. Something doesn’t seem right here. Didn’t God sometimes get 

angry? Didn’t Jesus exhibit anger when he turned over the tables in the Temple? And isn’t it 

right for us to be angry when we see injustices in the world? 
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The answer to all of the above is Yes. 

 

When we read of instances of God’s anger and displeasure in the Bible, it is directed toward sin 

and rebellion. At the heart of that anger, however, we sense sadness. God created a world that 

was good and then had to watch as his creation chose a life based in fear, distrust, and 

faithlessness. That is not life; it’s death, and yes, it makes God angry. But it also kindles mercy 

and grace.  

 

What made Jesus angry? Oppression, hypocrisy, lack of compassion, greed: the same things that 

would anger God. Like God’s anger, it was an anger born of love for humanity and a deep desire 

for the people to choose to live as they were made, in God’s own image.   

 

Our anger can be a useful emotion. When we get angry at the unfair treatment of marginalized 

populations and write to our lawmakers to change laws or policy, that is useful anger. When our 

anger at what we see as faulty interpretations or misguided intentions causes us to clarify and to 

communicate, that anger is helpful. The emotions tied to those situations are rooted in love and 

self-control.  

 

Jesus spoke of a different type of anger, as he stood on the side of the mountain. He was referring 

to the times when we ourselves are insulted or injured and we lash out. If we or our loved ones 

have been wronged, we want the injustices made right, or we want someone to pay. It is in those 

times when, according to Jesus, we begin to move into dangerous territory. 

 

I witnessed this movement first-hand with two people who were once a large part of my life.  

 

They were the best of friends. Their kids grew up together. They even took jobs together and 

enjoyed the closeness of daily companionship, sharing the joys, sorrows, worries, and celebrations 

of everyday life. They met regularly for breakfast before work and invited me to join them, though 

I usually felt like a third wheel. But it was okay, because the camaraderie, the support, and the 

affection that grew between us rendered a sense of rightness with our world, and I loved being a 

part of it. 

 

Everything would have been all right had the promotion at work not come up. One of them wanted 

it; the other needed it.  

 

Surely a friend could understand the necessity of the behind the scenes maneuvering that it took to 

obtain the new position. If anyone knew how much was at stake, after all, it was her friend. What 

was at stake, it turns out, was trust and faith. When the realization of what had happened came to 

light, it was harsh. 
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Friendship was replaced by resentment, which turned to hostility. The attacks were brutal: attacks 

on her motives, her competency, and then her character. I don’t think it would have been so bad if 

there had not been so much personal pain involved. “I thought she cared about me more than any 

job.” “Wasn’t I important enough to her?”  

 

And on the other side, “Couldn’t she have just let me have the job?” 

 

There are no more breakfasts now, and I miss those. When I see each of my friends separately, I 

can see in their eyes that they miss them too. But not enough to overcome the betrayal, the hurt, 

and most of all the loss of what they thought was real. We fall so far when we start from a high 

place. 

 

Jesus knew about the fragility of relationships. He tried to warn his hearers: 

 

Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to court with him, or your 

accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you will be thrown into 

prison.  Truly I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny. 

 

Jesus knew that sometimes there’s a time limit on damaged relationships, after which all that’s 

important to you may be lost, and there will be a heavy price to pay. Is it worth the cost?  

 

It’s not the getting angry that’s the problem; it’s the staying angry. It’s the simmering in our own 

righteousness, re-living the hurt caused by wounded pride.  

 

Jesus spoke of this kind of anger and how it can come to rule our lives. It does not have love for 

others at its core, but love for ourselves. Its purpose is to protect our own status and honor. It is 

an anger directed not at the sin, but at the sinner. It wants revenge and control. Rather than 

relying on the righteousness, justice, and mercy of God, it proclaims our own righteousness and 

seeks justice on our own terms. It causes us to say and do things that diminish others. In our 

anger, if we attack personhood or kill another’s spirit, that’s a kind of murder. The damage, 

though, is not one-sided. When all has been said, and it’s done, we might find that the anger has 

also diminished us.  

  

Frederick Buechner ends his description of the decadent feast of anger this way: “The chief 

drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself. The skeleton at the feast is you.”  

In our fervent attempts to plead our case and affirm our own worth, we forget that our worth 

does not come from others, and so it cannot be taken from us. Created in the image of God, we 

possess an inherent value and identity apart from anything else, and there is no need to claim it 

by any other means. When we act as if there is, we are rejecting the Kingdom life that God offers 

and are left only with a world of our own making.  
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How could my friends’ situation have played out differently? They could have looked for God, 

who had always been in their midst. They could have replaced the story of their anger with 

God’s story and seen the wisdom of letting go of those emotions that had already been conquered 

for them long ago, on another hill. They could have relinquished control, allowing God to use the 

situation to re-create in them, their greater selves. In those moments when their responses were 

still a choice, they could have remembered who and whose they truly were and who their friend 

was as well, and they could have found the strength in that, to forgive.  

 

If things had gone in a different direction, then today, instead of carrying around bitterness and 

loss, my two friends would be enjoying the fruits of a life-long friendship. Perhaps their kids 

would have remained friends and gained from the benefit of witnessing grace rise above 

resentment. Perhaps when faced with a similar choice in their own friendships, their kids would 

remember that lesson of their mothers and choose love.  

 

These are not empty wishes; these are hopes based in knowing that God is continuing to work in 

my friends’ lives. As with everything, God will take their anger and redeem it into something 

new that is transformative and that gives life, rather than takes life.  

 

Right relationships with others are essential to life in the Kingdom. Lingering anger between 

people distances them from the peace and freedom that God has won for them. We can’t know a 

full relationship with God if we allow ourselves to remain captive to fear, pride, and anger 

because God does not reside in those emotions. Our God reigns over peace, freedom, and love.  

 

If we are harboring the kind of anger that diminishes us, diminishes others, and has no place in 

the Kingdom of Heaven, then Jesus beseeches us, we must work to resolve it. We must take our 

need to be right or our need for re-payment and place it in God’s hands. In doing so, we let go of 

the emotions that feed the flesh and instead grasp onto a life guided and filled by the Spirit.  

 

Listen to Jesus’ instruction expressing the urgency of fixing wounded relationships:  

 

So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has 

something against you,  leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your 

brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift. 

 

To leave your gift, knowing God will keep it safe until you return reminds me of someone 

holding our place for us in line. God gives us the time and the space to make peace continuing to 

work in our lives and in our hearts until we are able to let go of what binds us. Then God will 

welcome us back, forgiven and renewed, to a place where we were always intended to live: a 

world where righteousness, justice, human dignity, peace, and joy are free. Honor this life on 

earth, as it is in heaven. 


