
BURNING BRIDGES
How Do We Deal With Anger?

Text: Matthew 5:21-26

Smelling and Seeing Smoke

The world is full of fire and smoke these days. Cops and civilians die unjustly. 
Children perish in the crossfire between gangs. A man turns a truck into a 
weapon of mayhem. Shoppers fall to fistfighting over who should be first in a 
supermarket checkout lane. An airplane is forced to land after a passenger hurls 
a beer can at a flight attendant and then bites a pilot trying to calm the 
situation. One father bludgeons another dad to death after an argument at their 
sons' hockey practice. Politicians demonize one another with flaming vitriol. 
Girls are burned alive, simply because they said “No.” 

From the Middle East to the Midwest, human beings seem to be having an 
increasingly difficult time dealing constructively with their hurts or hassles or 
sincere objections. As C. Leslie Charles observes, amidst the increasing pace and 
friction of modern life, “Rage is [all] the rage today… a fuming, unrelenting 
sense of anger, hostility and alienation that simmers for months, even years, 
without relief. Eventually, all it takes is a triggering incident, usually minor, for 
the hostile person to go ballistic.” 

What are we to do about all this? Does GOD have anything helpful to say about 
anger and how to deal with it? I think he does. And the first bit of wisdom is 
this: Not all anger is bad. As Melvin Wheatley once observed, "There are 
situations in life in which the absence of anger is the essence of evil." Or to 
paraphrase Henry Ward Beecher: "People that do not know how to be angry to 
their heart's core over cruelty, thievery, injustice, and lies, do not know how to 
be good." 

Maybe you are good AND mad about some of the things that you’ve 
experienced or see going on in our society today. Maybe that’s because the 
spirit of Jesus is rising up in you. Jesus was not always meek and mild. The 
Bible pictures him sizzling at the hypocrisy of the Pharisees and infuriated by 
the legalism of the scribes. We see him incensed at the moneychangers who 
ripped off the temple tourists, and seriously upset at those who ignored the 
needs of widows and orphans. Nowhere in the teaching or modeling of Jesus is 
the commandment: “Thou shalt always keep thy cool.”

So what, then, do we make of what Jesus says in Matthew 5? If passion over 
wrong-doing is O.K., then how can Christ turn around and say that "anyone 
who is angry with his brother [or sister] will be subject to 
judgment" (Mat 5:22)? The answer, I think, lies in recognizing that the kind 
of anger Jesus targets for judgment here isn’t that righteous passion that spurs 



you to take creative action to overcome evil with good. It is that very different 
and destructive response to problems and conflicts that many of us learn along 
life’s way.

The Wrong Way to Manage Anger

Imagine for a moment a little boy becomes the butt of teasing on the 
playground at school. Immediately, feelings of hurt and anger boil inside of 
him. What’s he likely to do with them? I suppose he could vent the feelings to 
a parent or teacher – someone who might help him vent the emotions safely 
before they build to blow-out proportions. He could talk to a mature person 
who might bring the bullies to account. But let's just suppose that instead, the 
boy decides do what so many people do at FIRST in the face of hurt and anger: 
He tries to stuff the feelings down. 

Unfortunately, that doesn’t fix the problem. The next day at recess, the 
taunting resumes. A day or two later, the boy resorts to a SECOND strategy for 
dealing with his feelings. He decides to hurl insults at the offenders.  After 
all, he has heard everyone from cartoons to comedians to real-life characters do 
likewise. He’s noticed that on the playgrounds of this world, the people who 
are feared or admired are often the ones who are quick to torch their 
opponents. Since the boy is far from perfect himself, sometimes even his own 
family aims a scorching remark at him. It begins to settle into his young mind 
that people’s faults and fragilities aren't to be treated with patience or kindness; 
they should be cauterized instead with the flames of judgment. 

By the time he is a teenager, the child from the playground has unconsciously 
learned a THIRD way of dealing with anger. Don’t simply insult the people who 
have done wrong to you; condemn them completely. If he had lived in 
Jesus' time, perhaps he would have called the offender in front of him, “Raca,” 
an Aramaic expression for which the English translation "You fool" just doesn’t 
get at the meaning. In the Jewish mind, to call someone Raca was a full step 
beyond insult. It was to contemptuously condemn that person as so hopelessly 
worthless that he or she might as well be dead and beyond the capacity to hurt 
you.

Finally, the day comes when the boy is no longer little. Schooled by a thousand 
songs and films that glorify violent retribution, he has now established a pattern 
of doing more than insulting or condemning others to express his anger. He 
has discovered a FOURTH way: lash out physically. One year he begins to hit 
his girlfriend. Another year he gets into a bloody brawl with someone who 
ticked him off. And then one day, he returns to a place occupied by people 
who symbolize what he hates or feels hurt or hated by, pulls out a gun, and 
shoots five people dead.

I grant that this illustration is a bit melodramatic. I grant there are times when 



strong rebuke or physical force is the appropriate response to persistent evil. 
But I think you’d probably grant me that the wrong ways of managing anger 
I’ve described is familiar. At the root of many of the urban shootings, the 
domestic and school violence, the hate-crimes, are people who once were 
children and, increasingly, those who still are. The spark of anger became a 
furnace of rage that slowly destroyed someone’s capacity to empathize, to feel 
joy or hope, find the peace for which all of us long. 

Christ’s Convictions About Anger

That is why those who know something about fires caution us to handle even 
the common sparks of life very carefully. This is what Jesus was getting at when 
he declared: "You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 
'Do not not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to 
judgment.' But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother 
will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, 
‘Raca,” is answerable to the Sandhedrin. But anyone who says, ‘You 
fool’ will be in danger of the fire of hell." (Mat 5:21-22)

As an experienced fighter of spiritual fire, Jesus knows that there is no place 
along the chain of flame -- from angry spark to raging holocaust -- that can be 
termed "safe." From the sin of harboring heated thoughts towards another, to 
the act of blowtorching people with words, to the commission of physical 
violence, it is all one destructive substance in the eyes of God. To underline this 
truth, Jesus invoked a familiar picture in the minds of his original listeners when 
he described the hellish future that an evil-returning anger could bring upon a 
soul. 

Just south of Jerusalem was a deep ravine called the Valley of Hinnom. At one 
point in ancient history, this valley had been a premier site for worship of the 
Canaanite god Moloch -- the god of anger and destruction. What began there 
as apparently minor rituals of angry passion eventually escalated into a pattern 
of sacrifices so bloody and wicked that King Josiah of Israel had finally declared 
the Valley off limits, designating it as a place suitable only for the burning of 
Jerusalem's unclaimed corpses and most reviled trash. By the first century, the 
Valley of Hinnom = or "Gehenna" in Hebrew = was referred to in common 
parlance as “the fire of hell." There was no way to safely cross over that 
ravine of refuse, because the flames would eventually destroy any bridge. One 
simply had to learn a way around it.  

Jesus knows that the same is true with the way of destructive anger. The world 
will try to teach us to repress, insult, condemn, or strike out. But each of these 
responses simply feeds the flames that destroy. Anger expressed this way will 
heat up by subtle degrees till it burns away the bridge of understanding and 
care that unites us with others. It will burn away the bridge of character that 
connects our passions to our principles. And in the end, it will burn away the 



bridge that links us with God.

The Vision To Reconcile

There was once an artist who got embroiled in a bitter fight with another 
person and  stormed away from the scene. Burning and boiling inside, he 
buried himself in trying to finish up a painting he'd been working on. No matter 
how he tried, however, he couldn't seem to muster the vision required to 
complete the last face in his painting. Finally, the artist dropped his tools, 
sought out the person he'd raged against, and reconciled with him. Much to his 
amazement, he now found himself able to finish that final face. We know that 
because he wrote this story down in his diary. The artist was Leonardo da Vinci. 
The painting was the Last Supper. The face he sought to see was that of Jesus 
Christ. 

"Blessed are the peacemakers... the pure in heart," said Jesus, "for they 
shall see God." (Mat 5:8-9). It is only as you choose to look with mercy and a 
passion for reconciliation upon others that you will be able to commune with 
me, for this is the way I choose to look and move, says God. So: “If you are 
offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother or 
sister has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the 
altar. First go and be reconciled to them; then come and offer your 
gift.” (Mat 5:23-24)

Do you ever struggle to really see and know God? Could it be that there’s just 
too much smoke in your eyes? Could it be time to pour the water of forgiveness 
or confession upon some burning bridge in your life? What could you do to 
"Settle matters quickly with your adversary" (Mat 5:25)? To boldface this 
point, Jesus likens the results of unresolved anger to the searing sentence a 
judge in ancient days might hand down to a debtor. In Christ’s day, someone 
who owed a debt could be thrown into prison until such time as he paid off his 
debts completely. The problem was how could you even work to pay off a debt 
when you were stuck in prison? How could you get out of prison, if the bridge 
that led out had already been burned?

Ask those who know from personal experience the pain of waiting to settle their 
debts until it was too late. Ask the person who paces the prison of guilt or 
regret, wishing that he or she could go back now and resolve the anger that 
burned up the bridge that once led to someone where divorce, or death, or 
distance now seems to have placed them beyond reach. Ask the people whose 
rage cost them a job, a friendship, or even their health, what they wouldn't 
give to have the freedom that you and I now have to pour the water of grace 
upon some burning bridge!

We can do it. We can act this week to confess or receive or reach out. We can 
pour the living water of Christ's Spirit upon the rage before the bridge is gone. 



And even if it seems the way is gone already, believe this good news: Jesus has 
laid down his life to become our Bridge, that we might always have a Way to 
new life.

Let us pray... Loving God, as we go forth into this new week, enable us to be 
so filled with the humility, patience, and hope that characterizes the living 
water of your Spirit, that the spark of destructive anger is extinguished in us, 
even before it really starts. O God, we want to be people and parents and 
spouses in whom and through whom grace finally triumphs. If we have 
nurtured the flame of insult, condemnation, or injury -- thinking all the while 
that it did no real harm -- give us the eyes to see the truth. Give us eyes to see 
You. Filled afresh with your grace, make us bold to go out in your name as 
builders of bridges, in the name and power of Jesus we pray. Amen.
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