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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Being Slow to Anger, Part 1
A Study of James 4:1-5
Characteristic of Completeness:  Relationship with the World
Big Idea:  When the anger light comes on, check under the hood.
Related Scriptures:  Exodus 20:1-6; 34:14; Deuteronomy 4:24;


Isaiah 54:5; Jeremiah 3:20; Luke 8:14; Romans 8:6;

2 Corinthians 11:2-3; Ephesians 4:26-32; 2 Timothy 3:2-5;


1 John 2:15
Introduction:

A.
This morning I’m going to be talking about anger.  A noted psychologist calls anger, “our most baffling emotion” and contends that “anger management is a shockingly underdeveloped skill in our society.”  He describes anger this way:

[Anger is] the chief saboteur of the mind . . . the leading cause of misery, depression, inefficiency, sickness, accidents, loss of work time, and financial loss in industry . . . no matter what the problem—marital conflict, alcoholism . . . a child’s defiance, nervous or physical disease—elimination of anger is a key factor in its solution (Collins, Christian Counseling, 120).
Anger is a big problem.  In fact, anger may be the single most common emotional challenge faced by those of us in this room.  In our study through the book of James, we come today to a text that provides the most insightful and helpful explanation of anger that I have ever seen.  The text is James 4:1-5.

B.
Let me provide a little background.  In the first 18 verses of his letter, James introduces the primary topic:  How to deal with tough times.  Then in  James 1:19, he provides a handy three-point outline for how to deal with tough times.  In dealing with tough times, James says,

NAU James 1:19 . . . everyone must be [first] quick to hear, [second] slow to speak and [third] slow to anger;

For the rest of the letter, James  expands on what he means by these three things, in order.  We’ve covered what it means to be quick to hear.  We’ve covered what it means to be slow to speak.  We now come to the first part of James’  expansion on what it means to be slow to anger.  The text is James 4:1-5.
C.
Being slow to anger is an important idea because  James 1:20 tells us,
NAU James 1:20 for the anger of man does not achieve the righteousness of God.

That is to say, anger does not work to produce the righteousness of God in us.  Anger does not move us toward maturity or completeness in Christ.

This is significant because you may recall that God’s intention is to use trials or hardships in our lives to bring us to completeness.  Remember  the process explained back in James 1:2-4:  Faith plus trials yields endurance and, ultimately, completeness.  But somehow, our anger can short-circuit this process.  Anger doesn’t achieve the righteousness or completeness of God.
D.
This  raises a question:  What’s wrong with anger?  Jesus Himself got angry (e.g. Mark 3:5).  Therefore, anger must not always be bad.  Indeed, James does not say we are never to be angry; he says we are to be slow to anger.  It’s very much like the command to be slow to speak.  Speaking is not always wrong.  In fact, it’s needful.  But we need to be slow to speak because the tongue can be dangerous.  In the same way, we need to be slow to anger because anger can be very dangerous.
In the first part of our text, James explains for us the destructive process of anger.  Let me illustrate the process that I think James presents.  Then we’ll go through our text to show that the illustration is true to the text.  The process of anger can be divided into three steps.
1.
 Step One begins with a desire in the heart of a person.  The desire itself is morally neutral.  It’s neither good nor bad; it just is.  It could be the need for love or acceptance that we all share.  It could be the need for significance or security.
In this first step, the person experiencing the desire focuses on a target or a goal as a means of fulfillment.  The person locks onto what is perceived to be the way to fulfill the desire.

Take, for example, a teenage girl named Claudette.  Claudette feels the need to be loved.  So maybe Claudette targets a good-looking young man named Bruno as the fulfillment of her desire.  She would like Bruno to be her boyfriend.

That’s the first step in the process of anger.
2.
In  Step Two, an obstacle is encountered.  Something or more commonly someone gets in the way of goal fulfillment.  Someone blocks the goal.  This is where anger begins to be felt as an emotion.
In the case of Claudette, the someone blocking her goal is her friend Clorissa.  You see, Clorissa seems to be flirting with Bruno.  That makes Clorissa an obstacle.  And that makes Claudette very angry.

3.
That leads to  the third and final step which is:  Deal with the obstacle.  This is where anger is expressed.  This is the response to the person who is blocking the goal.  This is where anger translates into action against the obstacle.  And this is where anger can be so destructive.
In the case of Claudette, she deals with the obstacle by lashing out at Clorissa.  She does this on two fronts.  First, Claudette picks a fight with Clorissa.  Second, Claudette says hurtful things about Clorissa to other people.  Claudette’s behavior may seem random, but it is coldly rational.  The intent is to remove the obstacle to her goal.
Now, let’s turn to  our text.  I want you to see that this is precisely the process that James is talking about.  And I want you to see that James gives us a way to deal with the anger.
I.
First, we’ll consider the process of anger.
A.
James  4:1 says,
NAU James 4:1 What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you? . . .
In the language of our illustration, James is asking, “How do you get to Step 3?  How do you get to the point where anger is expressed in quarrels and conflicts among you?  What is the source of the problem?”
B.
I suppose if you were to ask this question of those who are angry, most would point to the obstacle as the source of their problem.  They’d point to Step Two.  Ask Claudette what the source of her conflict is and she’d say it’s Clorissa.  Pull apart two people who are fighting, and ask them what the problem is, and they’d point to each other.

James tells us what the source of the problem is, and it’s not what you’d expect.  In the last part of  Verse 1, he says,

NAU James 4:1 . . . Is not the source your pleasures that wage war in your members?
In the language of our illustration, James is saying that the source of the anger problem he has in mind lies not in Step Two where an obstacle is encountered.  The problem lies in Step One with “pleasures” or desires.  It’s these desires that become combative.  Hang onto that thought; we’ll come back to it.
C.
In Verse 2, James presents the entire process in a nutshell.  He  says,  
NAU James 4:2 You lust and do not have; so you commit murder. . . .
Let’s break this down.

1.
He says, “You lust . . .”  That is, you have a desire.
2.
Then, he says, “You . . . do not have.”

a.
This tells us that your desire is locked onto a goal.  Your desire has a target.  Your desire is fixed on “having” something.  That’s Step One in the process of anger.

b.
It also tells us that the goal is blocked.  There must be some obstacle because “you do not have” the object of your desire.  That’s Step Two in the process of anger.

3.
“So,” James says, “you commit murder.”   That is, you seek to eliminate the obstacle by murderously lashing out at the person who’s standing in the way.  This is the destructive expression of your anger.  That’s Step Three.
When James says, “you commit murder,” I don’t think he is focused strictly on homicide.  Rather, I think he has in mind any expression of anger that is harmful.  In Matthew 5:21-22, Jesus says we can be guilty of murdering people with our angry words.  I think that’s what James has in mind.
D.
In the second part of Verse 2, James runs through the process one more time to make sure we get it.  He  says,

NAU James 4:2 . . . You are envious and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel.

Let’s break this down.

1.
He says, “You are envious . . .”  That is, you have a desire.

2.
Then, he says, “You . . . cannot obtain.”

a.
This tells us that your desire is locked onto a goal.  Your desire has a target.  Your desire is fixed on “obtaining” something.  That’s Step One in the process of anger.

b.
It also tells us that the goal is blocked.  There must be some obstacle because “you cannot obtain” the object of your desire.  That’s Step Two in the process of anger.

3.
“So,” James says, “you fight and quarrel.”   That is, you seek to eliminate the obstacle.  This is the destructive expression of your anger.  That’s Step Three.
 Do you see how this works?  That’s the process of anger.
II.
Now, how do we deal with anger?  Remember, James says the source of the problem is at Step One, with our “pleasures” or our desire.  The problem is with our desire when it is locked onto a goal.  So, when we find ourselves at Step Two, experiencing the feeling of anger in the face of an obstacle, we need to stop.  We need to stop before proceeding to Step Three.  We need to stop and go back to Step One to evaluate the legitimacy of our goal.

So, here’s the big idea of this message:   When the anger light comes on, check under the hood.  We need to treat the feeling of anger like a red light on the dashboard of our car.  When the light comes on, we should pull over and check under the hood to see what’s going on inside.  In particular, we need  to check our goal.  We need to see if our goal is to love God.  As believers, our goal is to love God.  If our goal is anything other than loving God, we’re in trouble; we’re out of tune; we’re out of alignment; we’ve got our wires crossed.
In the Bible, a lawyer asks Jesus which commandment is the most important.  Jesus says loving God is most important.  He says in  Matthew 22:37,

NAU Matthew 22:37 . . . “YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND.”
And loving God is not just a feeling; it’s something we do.  It involves obedience.  Jesus says in  John 14:15,

NAU John 14:15 “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments.”
So our goal in any circumstance should be to love God and do what He says.  When the angry light comes on, check under the hood.  What’s the goal?  What is the target?  That’s where the problem lies for those to whom James is writing.  Their conflicts and quarrels can be traced back to a goal that has nothing to do with loving God.  They have the wrong target.  Let me show you.
A.
In the last part of Verse 2, James reveals that the desire of his readers does not have God in view at all.  He  says,
NAU James 4:2 . . . You do not have because you do not ask.

James is talking about prayer.  He’s saying that some of his readers are angry and bickering and aren’t getting their desires satisfied because they don’t even think to pray and ask God to meet their needs.  I take it that they don’t even think to pray because God is not a part of their goal.  God is not in the picture.

Let me give you an example.  Let’s say I’m driving to work on Monday morning.  There’s the usual traffic.  Some guy cuts in front of me.  He’s an obstacle.  The feeling of anger wells up inside of me.  I’m at Step Two.  And before I know it, I’m at Step Three, expressing my anger.  I utter a description of his character.  I whip around him and cut him off in retaliation.  And I give him some nonverbal communication in the form of a glare and a hand gesture.
Later, as I recount the event, I realize that, while the guy who cut me off may have indeed been in the wrong, God wasn’t in my view at all.  When the anger light came on, I didn’t check under the hood.  My desire was all about me.  I wanted a smooth, pleasant, uninterrupted trip to work; it had nothing to do with God.  I didn’t think to pray because God wasn’t even in view.  And that’s the point.  The expression of my anger exposes a selfish focus that isn’t asking God for anything because God is not in the picture.  When the anger light comes on, check under the hood.  Is God in view?
B.
Even if God is in view, even if we are praying about someone or something that makes us angry, it’s no guarantee that our anger is righteous.  James says that some people do think to pray, but they pray selfishly.  Their goal has nothing to do with loving God, but they have the nerve ask God to be their Cosmic Butler to help them achieve their own selfish goal. In  Verse 3, James says,
NAU James 4:3 You ask and do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, so that you may spend it on your pleasures.
Let me give you an example of how this might work.  Let’s say that things are not going well for me financially.  I’m frustrated.  In fact, I’m bitter about it because some of my friends are doing so much better than I am.  Why is God blessing them and not me?  So I pray, “Oh Lord, please bless me financially.  I’m claiming Your prosperity, like the guy on religious TV told me to.  Amen.”
But God doesn’t bless me.  In fact, I lose an important client at work.  I find myself angry with the client; he’s an obstacle.  And then I go home to find that my wife has made a purchase that I think is unnecessary, and I go off on her because she’s another obstacle.
What’s happening?  When the anger light comes on, check under the hood.  What’s the motive?  What’s the goal?  Is it about loving God?  Or is it all about me and getting what I want so I can spend it on my pleasures?
C.
 Then James says something that may at first seem odd and unrelated to anger.  But as we study it, I think you’ll find it to be a very penetrating a revealing part of his argument.  Let’s look at what he says.  Then I’ll explain how it fits into the argument and how it helps us deal with anger.  In  Verses 4 and 5, James says,
NAU James 4:4 You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with the world is hostility toward God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God. 5 Or do you think that the Scripture speaks to no purpose: “He jealously desires the Spirit which He has made to dwell in us”?
Why is James talking about adultery?  And why does he address his readers with the exclusively  feminine term, “adulteresses”?  Is he somehow singling out women?  It appears that, historically, this has been so confusing that the masculine term “adulterers” has, in some cases, been added to represent the men (Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 682-683).  For example, the New King James Version says, “Adulterers and adulteresses!”  Some English translations avoid the problem altogether by translating the feminine term in a gender-neutral way, like the New International Version that says, “You adulterous people!”
The fact remains, however, that the oldest manuscripts we have simply say, “adulteresses,” and this exclusively feminine term makes perfect sense in the context of James’ argument.  Let me explain.
It all gets back to Step One.  Remember Step One is where James says the problem is.  The primary problem with anger is that it stems from desire that is locked onto the wrong goal.  We’ve learned what the right goal is.  It’s loving God.  Loving God includes obeying His word and following His ways.  The wrong goal is anything else.
Now, follow me.  Remember, James is writing to believers.  Elsewhere in the Bible, the relationship between God and believers is described metaphorically as a kind of marriage.  For example, Jesus Christ is described as the Groom.  “Groom” is a masculine term.  Believers are collectively described as the Bride.  “Bride” is a feminine term.  So, I believe that James is addressing his believing audience as the Bride who has in some way been adulterous in relationship to the Groom.
Let me present God’s view of our relationship with Him as believers, according to the Bible.  God says to you and me, “I received you as My Bride; you received Me as your Groom.  Now, I want to be uppermost in your affections.  I want your undivided devotion and loyalty.  I want your highest goal to be loving Me.  When you set your desire on any other goal, you’re cheating on Me.  When your heart’s primary desire is set on something or someone else, you’re committing spiritual adultery.  And I am jealous for you.”  That’s what I think God is saying.
That’s why James addresses his readers as “adulteresses,” because they are the Bride—the Bride who is pursuing as a goal something other than God.  What are they pursuing instead of God?   Friendship with the world.
“The world” represents a profoundly selfish way of thinking.  The worldly way of thinking is self-absorbed, self-focused, and self-obsessed, and it looks to get its needs met in all the wrong places.  Everywhere but God.  The world demands that its needs be met.  And when obstacles are encountered to the fulfillment of those needs, the world gets angry.
The term, “friendship” does not describe a casual relationship.  It describes the intimate sharing of all things physical and spiritual (Moo, The Letter of James, 187; Johnson, The Anchor Bible, The Letter of James, 279).  To be a friend to the world is to be in bed with the world.  This should not be.  This relates directly to one of the 31 characteristics of completeness in Christ that we’ve identified as a church.  It’s our  relationship with the World.  We should love the people of the world, as Christ did.  But we should not adopt the world’s anti-God way of thinking.
Why?  Because our God is jealous.  In Verse 5, James says,

NAU James 4:5 Or do you think that the Scripture speaks to no purpose: “He jealously desires the Spirit which He has made to dwell in us”?
Now Verse 5 is a challenging verse to translate.  Grammatically, we can take this to mean that God is jealous.  That’s the way that the New American Standard Bible translates it.  Or it can alternatively be taken to mean that we, in our human spirits, are the ones who are jealous, not God.  That’s the way that the New International Version translates it.  While both translations are grammatically defensible, the context clearly favors God as the One who is jealous.
James is probably not quoting a specific verse of Scripture here.  In fact, there is no particular need to put quotations around the last sentence; there are no quotations marks in the original text.  I think James is simply affirming a Scriptural truth that is peppered through the Old Testament:  God is jealous.  For example, in Exodus 20, beginning in Verse 2, God says to His people,
NAU Exodus 20:2 “I am the LORD your God . . . 3 You shall have no other gods before Me. . . . 5 You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God . . .”

And this presents the crowning argument for checking under the hood when the anger light comes on.  When the anger light comes on, we may be committing spiritual adultery.  If we find ourselves habitually angry, we may be cheating on God.  We may be angry because our desires are locked onto an adulterous goal.  Our fighting and quarreling may be nothing more than tantrums thrown by selfish people in bed with the world’s way of thinking.
When the anger light comes on, check under the hood.  Check to see if you’ve got the wrong goal in mind.  If it’s wrong, replace it with loving God, and trusting Him to meet your needs.

D.
 How can this work? Let me give you an example.  Consider a husband and wife who are angry at each other.  I realize that none of you are ever angry with your spouse, so this is mostly to help you counsel others (.
1.
Let me describe their situation.
a.
The wife has resented her husband for years.  At least once a day she tells herself words like, “I can't stand this any longer,” and “I'm wasting my life with him.”
At church he agrees with the pastor's challenges to abide in brotherly love, live in humility, and love your neighbor as yourself.  But, at home, he complains, finds fault, makes cutting remarks and compares his wife with younger and more attractive women.  She feels insignificant, inadequate, and angry.

He spends less and less time at home, more and more time at work.  He takes time to speak to others in church about love and forgiveness, and is so patient in providing others with advice.  But, at home, he has no time for his wife.  He is often impatient, critical, even cruel.  The wife believes she has every right to be angry with her husband.
b.
Now here’s the husband’s perspective.  The husband has resented his wife for years.  She is constantly nagging him about spending more time with her and spending more time with the kids.  He feels that he does spend time with them, more than most of the men at his work.  In fact, he is falling behind at work because he agreed to take Friday off last week.  He knows that the sacrifices he has made for his family have cost him at work, and he is willing to do it.  But, it is never enough for his wife.

What's more, she constantly reminds him that he is not fulfilling his leadership role in the family.  Not relational enough.  Not romantic enough.  Not a good steward.  Not a spiritual leader.  He has long since given up trying to measure up.  He feels he has every right to be angry with his wife.

2.
The anger light is on for this couple.  How can they check under the hood?  Well, let’s say this couple is in a Life Group at Moon Valley.  So they’re working to apply the Bible to their lives.  Let’s peak at their journal entries as they try to apply our text to their lives.  Their journal entries are actually prayers they’ve written down.
a.
Here’s what the wife writes:

Lord, I’m angry.  I confess that much of the time I haven’t even thought to pray much about it.  And when I do pray, it seems like I’m asking you to change my husband so I can be happy.
Lord, as I examine myself before you, I see that my goal has been to feel loved and to be happy, and I’ve been wanting my husband to be the one to make me happy.
He has done some hurtful things.  And I’ve been thinking that he has to change before my life can be fulfilling.  I’ve been thinking that he is the obstacle to my happiness.  So I’ve tried all kinds of things to change him so that I can be happy.  I’ve punished him for his failures.  I’ve criticized him, and nagged him, and stubbornly refused to yield to him.
But I realize, Lord, that my goal is selfish.  It’s all about me.  You have not really been in view.  Forgive me.  You've given me everything I need, even if my husband never changes.  I'm trusting you to work in his heart to make him the kind of man you want him to be.  I can't do that.  I want to love You.  That’s my goal.  And I’m going to love You by loving him.  Lord, help me.

This week, I’m going to confess my selfishness to him, and ask for his forgiveness.  And, I'm going to treat him with kindness and compassion.  And every time the anger light comes on this week, I’m going to check under the hood.  Instead of fighting, I’m going to pray, asking You to help me identify my selfish goals.  Lord, help me.
b.
Now, here’s what the husband writes in his journal:
Lord, I’m angry.  I confess that much of the time I haven’t even thought to pray much about it.  And when I do pray, it seems like I’m asking you to change my wife so I can be successful.

Lord, as I examine myself before You, I see that my goal has been to be somebody big.  I’ve been chasing personal significance by performing well at work.  And I’ve been viewing my wife as an obstacle.  
I have felt that I can't be a hero at home, so I want to be a hero at work.  I know how much she wants me to give her attention and to be a better husband and father.  And her criticism of me has often been correct so I couldn't argue.  So I did what I knew would hurt her the most:  I did nothing.  Nothing but pursue significance somewhere else where I feel my chances are better.

But I realize that my pursuit of personal significance has been selfish.  It’s all about me.  You have not really been in view.  I’ve wronged her, and I’ve cheated on You by becoming a friend to the world.  Lord, forgive me.  You've given me everything I need, even if I lose my job.

Lord, I want to love You.  That’s my goal.  And I’m going to love You by loving her as Christ loved the Church.  Lord, help me.

This week, I’m going to confess my selfishness to her, and ask for her forgiveness.  And, I'm going to treat her with kindness and compassion.  Instead of yielding to the temptation to fight, I’m going to pray instead, asking You to help me identify my selfish goals.  When the anger light comes on, I’m going to check under the hood.  Lord, help me.
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