“Did Jesus Really Mean That?” Series / Murder and Anger / June 21, 2026

Doc: So, we’re working our way through Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Last week Ben unpacked what Jesus says about lust. And this week Ben asks me to preach this sermon … on anger. Figured I was the anger expert, I guess. I’m glad he didn’t ask me to do the one on lust. Anyway, I asked Steve to preach this one with me. Not because Steve is a particularly angry man … But Steve and I have both struggled with anger, and studied pretty hard on both anger and it’s antidotes, and we have talked about it together for a decade or so, and we’ve both counseled people on this stuff. So I wanted Steve up here with me this morning. 

Smith: Well hello to you all. I am a little offended that you’ve told all these people I struggle with this. It really makes me mad. But I forgive you. It’s weird to view it this way, but there were times it seemed Jesus was ruthless. He knows every one of our weaknesses, all of our sins, because he’s…God…and he goes right after the root causes. He doesn’t pull his punches. In this part of the Sermon on the Mount he starts off with two of THE BIG ONES. They are what we’d call primal sins – lust and anger. Now, we don’t always see these sins as actual sins. Doc or I could even tell you right now that they are sins, but you may be inclined to just ignore it. But today, we’re going to challenge one of the most blasphemous statements Jesus followers make sometimes. Have you ever hear someone say, “God may forgive him, but I never will!” Have you ever said it? Or thought it? 

Doc: Okay guys, Marvel or DC? Thor, Captain America, Hulk, Iron Man … or Superman, Wonder Woman, Batman, Flash. How many of you guys go with DC? … … How many of you guys go with Marvel? … … By the way, you’re wrong! Seriously, those Marvel dudes are wusses compared to Superman and Wonder Woman! … But, Marvel did make some great films … once. 

Smith: Oh, I remember those days fondly. I started with Batman when I was a lad, but I’ve matured. Marvel wins it for me. There’s a scene in “The Avengers.” Loki has opened a portal above Manhattan, and an alien army is pouring into the city. The Avengers are there, fighting them, but they need the Hulk, and he’s not there … Because earlier Bruce Banner had lost control of his temper, morphed into the Hulk, and almost destroyed their own base ship. I suppose he’s living with his regret. But they NEED him now, and he finally arrives. But as Bruce, not the Hulk. Captain America is barking orders: Iron Man, you close the portal. Hawkeye and Black Widow … you’ve got the streets.  Thor, you take Loki. Banner … Well Banner is just standing there looking like a meek and mild scientist. And Captain America says, “Doctor Banner, now might be a good time for you to get angry.” And we expect Banner to struggle. What will it take to get him mad enough to morph? But Banner … no tension, no strain, no contortions … he just says, “That’s my secret, Cap. I’m always angry.” And then we have Hulk Smash time. 

Doc: It’s one of my favorite scenes, in part because of that one line … a line that just captures the spirit of our age … “That’s my secret, I’m always angry.” Now, maybe we are not, “always angry,” but so many of us are close, so easily angered. Does it take much to get you angry? Doesn’t me. How many of you guys are sitting here right now with some kind of bottled up anger, and it’ll just spew out with the right provocation. We harbor, don’t we … we harbor irritations, and frustrations, and resentments. Sometimes we harbor this low-grade hostility … it’s kind of simmering inside you.  We harbor bitterness … and hate … though often we don’t call it hate. Have you ever hated anyone? I have … and it has taken me to a couple of very dark places. In our anger, we may not be smashing things like the Hulk, but often we are equally destructive … or worse.

Smith: We are living in the middle of another kind of pandemic … a pandemic of anger. Let me give you some numbers.
84% of us Americans believe people are angrier today than a generation ago. Do you agree? …
71% of us say we get angry at least once a day. Does that include you?
Nearly 1/3 of us say we get boiling anger, seething anger, once a day? Do you?
Nearly half of us say we are angrier now than ever in our lives. Would you say that?
90% of drivers have experienced road rage. I had to explain that to Doc. He had no clue what road rage is. As Doc would say, “That’s humor.”
1 in 4 or us admit to some reckless or aggressive act when driving. I wonder what the real number is. 
65% of us … nearly 2/3 of us admit to office rage. 
In fact, 45% of us admit that they lose their temper regularly on the job? Ever been there, done that?
Here’s a big one. About 9 out of 10 of us admit to venting their anger more freely online, than face to face. The internet is a cesspool of anger, isn’t it?

Doc: Guys, it’s out there. It’s a pandemic. It’s in here, in this room. It’s in here (own hearts). Every one of us knows what anger feels like … and what happens when we lose control. Every one of us has replayed some scene, or some conversation that made us mad over and over again in our minds … reliving the insult, crafting the words we should have said, feeling more and more … righteous. Because that’s part of the problem … anger can feel so good, can’t it! Many of our sins make us feel bad, so quickly … there’s this guilt, and this shame. But so often anger dresses itself up as … virtue. In our anger we feel justified. We feel righteous. Like we are defending right against wrong. We act like we are the prosecutor, the judge, and the jury … and there is a strange pleasure in that. As we replay the scene, we keep getting more and more innocent, and they keep getting more and more guilty. And when we vent, and we feel stronger somehow. C. S. Lewis, one of my heroes, said that we nurse resentment because it gives us something. It gives us a sense of superiority, a sense being justified, of being entitled.. He says the “pleasure” of resentment is self-reinforcing. It starts because someone genuinely sinned against us. But it keeps going because eventually our resentment starts serving us.

Smith: Anger, then, has become almost culturally acceptable, even among Jesus followers. In fact, (Skye Jethani, in “What if Jesus was serious?”) one guy calls anger “the new fruit of the Spirit.” How twisted is that! He says, anger is not only acceptable for us Jesus followers, it is “expected” as a sign of our commitment to Jesus. The angrier you are, the more spiritual you are … we tell ourselves. This dude has a podcast. And he says that when he fails to show sufficient outrage over some issue he’ll get messages from other Jesus followers angered by his lack of anger. They are like, “Don’t you care!” “What’s wrong with you?!” He says, in some Christian contexts, especially online, anger is so ubiquitous that one might suspect it was one of the fruit of the Spirit … even though Jesus warns us about its insidious danger.

Doc: So … what makes you angry? Here’s a big part of it: We tend to go through life seeing ourselves as the center of the world. It’s all about me, right? Or should be … we think. There are so many things that will trigger our anger. 
We get cut off in traffic. Does that infuriate you?
The Wi-Fi goes down … a minor inconvenience … or a major aggravation?
We are interrupted. Do interruptions ever rub you raw? 
Maybe you get criticized or blamed for something you didn’t do. And you are fired up with all this “righteous indignation.” 
Or maybe someone just ignores us, or treats us dismissively, or mocks us. That’ll light you up, won’t it? 
Or maybe someone breaks a promise. They promised! … But … Have you ever broken a promise? To God maybe?
Or maybe someone betrayed a confidence? That can be so destructive! … Have you ever broken a confidence? Just tell one person, maybe.
Or maybe treats you, or someone you love, unfairly. That can start a feud, or a war … can’t it? …  Have you ever treated anyone unfairly?

Smith: So many triggers! And here’s what makes it scary: Anger doesn’t stay in your heart, it can take over your body. A number of you may know all about this. Maybe you’re living with it.
Anger causes our heart rate to climb, blood pressure elevates, muscles tighten. Our body takes that anger and gets us ready to fight.
Anger quiets the part of our brain responsible for careful judgement. So we say things we shouldn’t say, maybe … and do things we shouldn’t do … maybe. It’s kind of like our guardrails go offline.
Occasional anger will not kill you. It is a worthy and necessary response at times. But chronic anger is linked to heart disease, coronary artery disease, an increased risk of heart attack or stroke. 
It shows up in clenched jaws, tense shoulders, headaches, back pain.  
It can wreck your sleep, which just makes you angrier. 
It can magnify any inflammation your body might be fighting. 
It can weaken your immune system, slow your healing, and deepen chronic pain. 
It is tied to anxiety, depression … We could make the list longer.
Anger can completely destroy you physically. Habitual anger could kill you.

Doc: We understand that, but too often here’s what we don’t get. The physical effects of anger are only the tip of the iceberg. That’s not the stuff Jesus was worried about. What anger can do to your soul is way more dangerous, way, way worse. …  Now … we know, guys, anger isn’t a sin, in itself. There is such a thing as righteous anger. Jesus had it. And you can see it in the apostles. In fact, sometimes righteous anger is required of us. But even appropriate anger can morph from righteous to unrighteous so quickly, so easily. Which is why the apostle Paul tells us, “Don’t sin by letting anger control you. Don’t let the sun go down while you are still angry, for anger gives a foothold to the devil.” (Ephesians 4.26-27) Because when it crosses that line, here’s what anger does to you.
Anger narrows your moral vision. The longer you are angry, the more you convince yourself that you are right, and whoever disagrees with you is wrong. Anger makes it so hard to see your own errors, your own faults, your own sins.
And anger crowds out the fruit of the Spirit. I mean, if you are a Jesus follower, the Holy Spirit is inside you trying to cultivate the image of God in you. He’s trying to cultivate peace, and kindness, and patience, and self-control. And anger steals your peace, and blunts your kindness, and stresses your patience, and your self-control. The Holy Spirit is trying to cultivate love in us … love like God loves, and joy in us. An anger makes it hard to love … and anger steals your joy, right? 
Left unchecked anger hardens into resentment, and bitterness … and hatred, even.
Bottom line, anger degrades all your relationships, doesn’t it? Obviously it degrades your relationship with whoever you are angry with. But it also degrades your relationship with the people around you who don’t affirm your anger. 
And worst of all, it degrades your relationship with God. Because, so often we value our anger more than we value our God. … We think things like, “God may forgive him, but I’m done, I never will.” And the “me” pushes God off the throne … which is … idolatry, isn’t it?

Smith: Which is why Jesus doesn’t sugar coat his stance on anger. He ATTACKS it. Here’s what Jesus says. (Let’s stand for these words of Jesus.) “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the court. And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.” (Matthew 5.12-22) (You can be seated.)

Doc: When Jesus starts out, everybody is going to be nodding, right? He says, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’” And they are all like, “Yep, as it should be!” 
And then Jesus blows them up … and us … He says, “But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment.” Wait! … What? Do you think Jesus is serious? Does he really mean it? “Subject to judgement… for abger?” Does that mean anger is in itself wrong? Or maybe, “You’d better be sure it is a God-honoring anger, because God will hole you accountable!” 
And then he says, “Anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’ is answerable to the court.” And some of them might have figured he meant the Sanhedrin maybe, kind of like the supreme court of the Jews in the time of Jesus. Now, Mark Black was a friend of mine back in grad school, and he used to call people “Raca,” because, he figured, there is no Sanhedrin anymore, so it’s probably safe to insult people with … “Raca” … whatever that means.
And then Jesus says, “Anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.” That one really is scary! If Jesus really is God, in a bod, that one better be scary, right? So, while I would laugh at Mark when he called people Raca, I carefully avoided calling anyone a fool. I could call you a plethora of other names, but I avoided the word “fool.” As if Jesus meant the word “fool” was worse than all the other insults I might choose.

Smith: But let’s dig deeper. There is one word that isn’t even translated … “Raca.” And then the other is translated for us: “fool.”
Now, the Gospel of Matthew was written in Greek. But “Raca” isn’t Greek, it’s an Aramaic word, the language most people would speak on the street.  It means something like brain-dead, airhead, stupid idiot. It isn’t about “anger,” as much as … “contempt.” You are saying: “You are beneath me,” “You are worthless,” “You mean nothing,” “You’re a piece of … you fill in the blank.” It’s the indifference, the eyeroll with which we treat people with disdain. And Jesus calls it out. … Do you understand why?
And then there is the word translated as “fool.” In the Greek, “More.” It’s where we get the English word, “moron.” Again, it’s about contempt, disdain, ridicule. It’s the public assassination of someone’s worth or dignity. It’s cancel culture. One guy put it like this. he says, “In anger I want to hurt you. In contempt, I don’t care whether you are hurt or not. … We can actually be angry at someone without denying their worth. But contempt means we see them as less than human, and make is easier for us to hurt them or see them further degraded.”  And Jesus calls it out. …  Do you understand why?

Doc: Listen, Jesus said there are two great commandments that get to the heart of doing life with God, for God, God’s way. #1: Love God with all you’ve got. That’s #1: God first. And #2: Love those God loves. Love your neighbors as you love yourself. And here it is: Unrighteous anger, uncontrolled anger, contempt … they make love impossible. You’re not loving God first, and you’re not loving those God still loves, even in their foolishness. The Bible tells us that love sees that other person as of equal worth. The Bible tells us that love sees that other person’s needs as at least equal to your own. Guys, love and unrighteous anger, love and uncontrolled anger, love and contempt are mutually exclusive. One of them will eventually choke out the other. And if we don’t see how serious that is, as Jesus followers, we have serious, serious issues. … … Guys, this stuff hits really hard, for me. I am pretty controlled, … on the outside … most of the time. But I can get to some pretty dark places inside … and God is not fooled by my masks. And dealing with my anger, my resentments, my bitterness, and even hate … has been one of the biggest challenges in my life as a Jesus follower.

Smith: It’s been a struggle for me, as well. Sometimes it crops up when I deal with well-meaning messages about our worship services! And it is a problem when I’m “righteously indignant” about my family. Jesus’s question is pointed at ME, “What’s the difference between you and a murderer?” I ask you: “What’s the difference between you and a murderer?” Bottom line: just quantity; not quality. Not much difference, really. We can be such hypocrites: We can be very judgmental about those who hurt people physically when they act in anger or contempt. But we are also quite comfortable with our own simmering anger, and resentments, and bitterness, and even outright hatred. We need to stop that! We need to see things how God sees things. … So what should we do? Is there an antidote to this POISON we drink so often?

Doc: Well, right after these words on anger, Jesus gives us several scenarios that maybe clue us in to the antidote … maybe. 
Here’s scenario #1: Jesus says, “So if you are presenting a sacrifice at the altar in the Temple and you suddenly remember that someone has something against you, leave your sacrifice there at the altar. Go and be reconciled to that person. Then come and offer your sacrifice to God.” (Matthew 5.23-24) Which is weird, at first glance. What does the scenario have to do with anger, or contempt? You’re trying to worship. Now, maybe you did something to make them mad, or maybe they are just being a jerk. But, why do you have to be the one to make the first move?
A few verses later, scenario #2, and this one is famous, and flat out hard. Jesus says, “You have heard the law that says the punishment must match the injury: ‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say, do not resist an evil person! (Which is weird, right! In fact, he says,) If someone slaps you on the right cheek, offer the other cheek also.” (Matthew 5.38-39) ….  Well, I don’t think so! And again, what does this scenario have to do with countering your anger or your contempt?
And then, maybe the toughest. Scenario #3: Jesus says, “You have heard the law that says, ‘Love your neighbor’ and hate your enemy. But I say, love your enemies! Pray for those who persecute you! In that way, you will be acting as true children of your Father in heaven. (Matthew 5.43-45) In other words, Jesus says, love your enemies ??? … … Like God does … … ???

Smith: There was a legal principle we call “Lex Talionis” in the Old Testament: the law of retaliation, the law of retribution … the punishment matches the offense. That certainly makes sense, right? An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. It put limits on what you could do back in your anger. But we push back. We feel that suffering any indignity means we can retaliate any way we choose. If you hurt me, I want to hurt you back, but worse. I need to teach you a lesson,” right? Slap me on the cheek, I’ll break your nose. Break my nose, I’ll put you in the hospital. Insult me, I’ll drag you through the mud. And the Old Testament law says, No! An eye for an eye … that’s fair. But that doesn’t give you the right to escalate. …  Well, Jesus is going to take it deeper. Listen, a slap on the right cheek is not an assault, it’s an insult. They’ve used the back of their hand to attack your honor. And … let me tell you what else this is NOT: This is not a command to be a doormat. This is not a command to tolerate abuse, or to let people walk all over you. It is appropriate for Jesus followers to defend those who are being abused. …  But there is supposed to be something different about us. People, all people, matter to God. He loves them. And we are willing to try to do the same, if they let us. … … But do you understand why we are like that? …

Doc: This “love your enemies” stuff is one of the most radical ethical demands ever made. Seriously? What does being an enemy mean? An enemy is someone who is against us. Someone who wants to hurt us, maybe. Someone who works against our goals, our values. He or she is probably not someone who hurt you just once, in passing … unless you are a complete jerk. There is probably some history there … which makes it way harder, doesn’t it? And Jesus is like … “Love them” ? … Seriously? Now that doesn’t mean you have to “like them.” It means we don’t get to cut off any possibility of peace. It means we understand that God still loves them, and wants them. I mean, look at Jesus! They call for his execution. They mock him, they beat him, they crucify him. And on the cross he prays to the Father, “Forgive them, please.” And then he dies for them. … And  the apostle Paul says, “God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us … … while we were still sinners.” … While we were still … enemies? (Romans 5.8, 10) In other words, God wasn’t looking for a way to fuel his anger or stoop to contempt, he was looking … to keep loving … the unlovable. … And then Jesus says, “When you love your enemies, and pray for them, you will be acting like … your Father. Like Father, like sons and daughters. You see, it’s not about giving people what they deserve; it’s about treating people kind of like how God treats people … people who don’t deserve any grace … people like you.

Smith: So anger and contempt is a poison we willingly drink way too often. Here it is: What is the antidote?’ It’s an idea we talk about here a lot: “Grace.” And, when it comes to anger and contempt, grace looks like “magnanimity” and “forgiveness.”  
Now magnanimity is a word we don’t use much anymore. Doc and I use it because it baffles people. The root of the word means, “having a big soul.” When you’re magnanimous, you’re not petty, you are not easily offended or easily wounded. You’re not on the hunt for some “micro-aggression.” If someone is having a bad day and they snap at you, you let it go. You are not out there demanding apologies. … Contempt says, “You are beneath me.” Magnanimity says, “You may have hurt me, but I will still treat you with dignity … because that’s the way God is with me.” It means your soul is just BIG. It’s strength under control. It’s a refusal to shrink your heart because someone else has shrunk theirs.
And then, Forgiveness. Some of you have been more than slighted. Some of you have endured more than just someone’s “bad day.” You’ve been treated horribly on purpose. Someone has really wounded you. It’s not a scratch. It’s a scar. Magnanimity says, I’m not going to turn every slight into a federal case. Forgiveness says, “Even if the wound is real, and serious, I will not become what hurt me.” Forgiveness says … I’ll let God be the prosecutor, and the judge, and the jury. Now I won’t let you sin anymore, if I can stop it. But I will not nurse a grudge, and I won’t cancel you, because you’re still precious to God. 

Doc: Guys, it boils down to those two great commandments: Love God with all you’ve got, and love those whom God loves. We do life God’s way. And God’s way with us is grace … which so often comes out as magnanimity and forgiveness, doesn’t it? Listen, guys, you will never, ever be asked to show more magnanimity and grace than God has shown you. Now you might be thinking, “But you don’t know what they did to me.” Maybe not … but, if you are ruthlessly honest … compared to what God has forgiven you for … And that’s what gives us the power to deal with our anger God’s way: God’s grace! So we try to love those God loves … even when they don’t deserve it, over and over and over again. We try to value those God still values … even though sometimes we can’t figure out why God still cares. And, listen: if you are finding it flat out hard to do it God’s, then perhaps you need to start by just wanting to want to do it God’s way. Just … want to want to have some magnanimity and forgiveness. Give God something to work with. 

Smith: And I don’t want us to finish without mentioning this one piece. Verses 23 & 24: “So if you are presenting a sacrifice at the altar in the Temple and you suddenly remember that someone has something against you, (Jesus says,) leave your sacrifice there at the altar. Go and be reconciled to that person. Then come and offer your sacrifice to God.” (Matthew 5.23-24) This is call to real action. Jesus is telling you, and he’s telling me: “Leave church if you have to, go deal with the broken relationship if you can, and then come back.” Your worship of God is too important to ignore this. Here it is: If you’re unwilling to try and reconcile, the you cannot worship Him the way He wants. Jesus isn’t concerned with WHY there’s a wall between the worshipper and the one who’s wronged him. The worshiper may have done something to make him mad, to offend him, to hurt him. Or maybe the one who is mad is entirely in the wrong. We don’t know. What we do know is this: If we are not willing to show some magnanimity and grace to the people who are somehow against us…God won’t accept our worship. And that is huge! Church, we have GOT to get this right. Trying to love God while not loving those God loves, God’s way … well, God finds that unacceptable, and I hope that as you wrestle with it, you find it unacceptable, as well.

Doc: In just a moment we are going to go to the Lord’s Table together. Steve opened the sermon with the blasphemy, “God may forgive him, but I never will.” Can you imagine the spot we’d be in if God ever treated us like that. This table is all about God’s inexhaustible grace. How cool is that! And it’s also about our recommitment as Jesus followers. When you eat that bread and drink that juice, you will be telling God, “I reaffirm Jesus as my Savior and my Lord, which means I will do my best to do life with God, for God, God’s way.” And that includes both magnanimity and grace. … Listen: As you are coming to the table, is there a name that comes to mind? Someone you are angry with? Someone you have written off? Someone you’ve decided doesn’t deserve your grace anymore? Guys … if you are a Jesus follower, you have some work to do. At the least, when you come to this table you are telling our God, “I want to want to do life your way, with magnanimity and grace.” Let’s pray … …
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