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ON ANGER, FOUL LANGUAGE, AND BITTERNESS 
Ephesians 4:26-27; 29-32 (No. 31) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
December 6, 2015 

INTRODUCTION 

If you’ve been here for the past several Sundays, by now you know very well the way God 
changes Christians’ hearts.  As we saw in vv. 22-24, we are changed as we put off the ways of 
thinking, feeling, and behaving that characterized our life before Christ, and we put on the ways 
of thinking, feeling, and behaving that characterize those called by in holiness and righteousness.  
And this putting off and putting on comes about by the renewal of our minds through the word of 
God. 

In the paragraph that begins in v. 25 and extends through v. 32, Paul gives us five practical 
examples for how Christians change.  Two weeks ago, we studied v. 25 where we learned to put 
off falsehood and put on truth-telling.  Then, last week, we studied v. 28, where we learned to 
put off stealing and put on hard work and generosity. 

This week, we wrap up our study of this paragraph in Ephesians by bundling the final three 
examples for how Christians change.  The thread between all three of these is that they all relate 
generally to sins of the tongue. 

Our first one is in v. 26-27, where Paul discusses anger. 

Our second one is in v. 29-30, where Paul discusses corrupt talk. 

Our last one is in v. 31-32, where Paul discusses a bitterness that leads to angry outbursts. 

I want to jump right in to these, so let’s begin in vv. 26-27, where we learn to. . .  

I. REPLACE UNRIGHTEOUS ANGER WITH RIGHTEOUS ANGER 

Eph 4:26-27: Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and give no 
opportunity to the devil. 

What Paul tells us here is that anger is a dangerous emotion, but not necessarily a sinful one.  It’s 
an emotion that must be controlled, but it isn’t an intrinsically evil emotion.  Now the reason we 
know that anger isn’t necessarily a sinful emotion is that God is sinless (He is holy), yet he gets 
angry.  For example: 

Ps 7:11: God is a righteous judge, and a God who feels indignation every day. 

2 Ki 17:18: Therefore the Lord was very angry with Israel and removed them out of his sight. 
None was left but the tribe of Judah only. 

So there is a kind of anger that is righteous.  And, evidently, that’s the kind of anger Paul is 
talking about here.  He says, “Be angry and do not sin.”   
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There are times when anger is proper and essential.  This time Paul starts with what to put on = 
“be angry.”  The command here doesn’t mean that we should always be angry.  But on certain 
occasions, it should be felt.  To be sure, there are times when anger would be sinful.  You can sin 
when you’re angry.  But you can also sin by being angry.  To say it another way—you can sin 
while you’re in the state of anger; and other times feeling angry by itself can be a sin. 

We can know that some experiences of anger are sinful in themselves because Paul says we 
should cast off anger in v. 31: “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be 
put away from you.”  So in this paragraph, Paul is teaching to put off bad anger, but put on good 
anger. 

How do you discern between (what we might call) righteous anger and unrighteous anger?  This 
is why you need to be in the word of God to have your mind renewed.  So that you can discern 
the difference. So that the spirit of your mind is changed and responds righteously to situations.   

So what’s the difference (and we’ll need to be brief).  Let’s start with the context and remember 
that the attitudes, emotions, thoughts, and behaviors that we are putting off are those belong to 
our life before Christ (4:22).  So the kind of anger that we would experience as an unbeliever 
would be the kind of anger we are to put off.  And the kind of anger that we are to put on would 
correspond to the life of the new self, (v. 24) created after the likeness of God. 

In other words, there should be a difference in how you experience anger as a believer rather 
than as an unbeliever.  Your emotion of anger should be different.  You motivations for anger 
should be different.  What triggers your anger should be different. 

So when is anger righteous?  Simple answer: whenever it isn’t sinful (“be angry and do not sin”)  
Anger that comes from sinful motives would be unrighteous anger. 

Jas 1:19-20: be slow to anger; for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God. 

In other words, merely human anger does not accomplish God’s righteousness.  So be slow to get 
angry lest your anger be human anger that is reacting because you’ve suffered an offense, you’ve 
been embarrassed, things didn’t go your way.  On the other hand, if we hate what God hates, that 
would be righteous anger.  If anger rises because God has been dishonored or injustice has been 
done, or immorality has held sway, then this is a righteous anger. 

There’s much more to say about anger.  But one other point is that our anger should be mingled 
with grief.  The Pharisees hated Jesus for healing a man’s hand on the Sabbath and this is how 
Jesus responded: 

Mark 3:5: And [Jesus] looked around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of heart. 

Can you be like Jesus and be angry with a sorrow in your heart?  A scowl on your face—
perhaps—but a tear in your eye.   

Paul also gives us a warning. . .  

“do not let the sun go down on your anger” 
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That phrase was borrowed from a proverb of the day that means, keep short accounts; deal with 
it quickly.  There’s a time to get angry.  But the time to be angry is short.  Anger is dangerous. 
It’s easily abused.  Deal with it today.  Don’t let it fester. 

In fact, the word “anger” is repeated twice in v. 26.  But the Greek words behind those two uses 
are slightly different.  The first is just a disposition of anger.  The second is an anger that has 
festered and leads to violent outbursts.  Which is why Paul continues on in v. 27: 

v. 27: “and give no opportunity to the devil” 

Here’s the motivation for curbing anger.  Festering anger puts us in a vulnerable position.  The 
danger of persistent anger is that the devil will exploit it for his own gain.   

“devil” = lit. slanderer. 

As the Father of Lies, the devil will twist and distort the truth and as anger takes control, 
restoration becomes more difficult, being convinced of the truth becomes more difficult, 
manifesting the fruits of the Spirit becomes more difficult.  So put on righteous anger, but even 
then, your anger should have a short-life. 

Next, jump down to vv. 29-30. Here, we’re taught. . .  

II. REPLACE CORRUPT TALK WITH EDIFYING TALK 

Eph 4:29-30: Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for 
building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear. And do not grieve the 
Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 

o we are to put off “corrupting talk.”  The word “corrupting” is a “colorful word.”  It can be 
translated: unwholesome, filthy, rotten, putrid talk.  It’s the word used to describe: 

• Rotten fruit 
• Putrid fish that have to be thrown away 

It’s like getting a whiff of spoiled milk—they are words that smell rancid.  Put off rotten words.  
One teacher said we need to develop a gag reflex to unhealthy ways of talking. They should 
repulse you and cause you to clean up the way you speak to others.  Rotten words have no beauty 
in them. They are ugly. They aren’t meant for good. They lack love. They lack holiness. They’re 
from the garbage heap. They’re the kind of words that flies gather on. 

• Perverted words 
• Swear words 
• Mean words 
• Words that trivialize great, terrible realities—such as using the words “hell” or “damn” 

improperly. 
• Words that take the name of the Lord in vain. (“It’s a great contradiction of who we are 

as Christians if we say, “God!” or “My God!” or “Jesus Christ!” just because we’re mad 
or surprised or amazed. No one with a good marriage would stomp on his wedding ring 
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to express anger. It stands for something precious and pure. And so does the name of God 
and Jesus Christ.” 

Jesus said, “out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks” (Matt 12:34). 

So that battle for the mouth starts in the heart.  What, then, should we put on? 

v. 29: “but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion” 

The kinds of words that are fitting for Christians are words that build up—edifying words, 
encouraging words, correcting words, helpful words. Words that help the hearer think holy 
thoughts. 

Php 4:8: Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is 
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything 
worthy of praise, think about these things. 

And if we should think these things, we should speak these things.  And then Paul gives two 
reasons or motivations to talk this way. The first is. . .  

v. 29: that it may give grace to those who hear. 

Grace has the idea of benefiting someone who has a need.  Your mouth can be an instrument of 
God to fill up hope and holiness in other people’s hearts.  First Isaiah cried out for his lips to be 
clean.  Then he cried out, “Here I am, send me.”  What a ministry God has given each one of you 
who are saved!  Jesus came and gave grace to each believer (4:7) and now we are to pass it on!  
You are a carrier of grace.  You have been appointed to help people with your words.  (better 
have a lot of the Bible in your heart so that it bubbles up!)  And then there’s a second 
motivation—a second reason to put on wholesome words. . .  

v.20: And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of 
redemption. 

The Holy Spirit comes to dwell in every believer at the moment of salvation.  The Holy Spirit is 
a person. Didn’t say he’s human. But he has personhood. He has emotion.  And your filthy talk 
grieves him. You make him sad.  You don’t want to make the Holy Spirit sad, do you? 

Look at the grace of v. 20: it doesn’t say that the Holy Spirit will be removed from you if you sin 
with your mouth.  It says he has sealed you for the day of redemption.  And we cherished this 
truth when we studied 1:13: “In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of 
your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit.”  All who heard 
the gospel and believed in Christ are sealed with the Holy Spirit. 

So when you sin with your mouth—what grace!—he does not dissociate from you but stays with 
you forever.  But, it does grieve him.  So talk in such a way that the Holy Spirit is proud of your 
words. 

Lastly, vv. 31-32 provide the final example of putting off and putting on. 
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III. REPLACE BITTERNESS AND RAGE WITH KINDNESS AND FORGIVENESS 

Eph 4:31-32: Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from 
you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God 
in Christ forgave you. 

This time “what to put off” is a list of five sins.  The way the word “all” is used here emphasizes 
the idea of “all sorts of, every kind of, every form of” these sins should be put away. 

Bitterness is derived from an adjective that means pointed/sharp (like an arrow tip).  The noun 
form mean bitterness or resentfulness. It’s a hard-heartedness that harbors resentment about the 
past. 

Wrath and Anger are synonyms.  They are frequently found together in biblical literature and in 
other ancient writings.  Originally, wrath had the idea of an intense, passionate hatred. A kind of 
anger that boils up suddenly.  While, anger was more of a settled, lasting kind of low-grade 
anger.  But it’s hard to say whether that nuance is meant in the NT because the terms seem to be 
used interchangeably. 

Clamor = transl. yelling, shouting, screaming 

Slander = a word from which we get our word for blasphemy; any kind of defamatory or 
abusive speech.  All these must be “put away” = transl. “swept away.”  It’s the language of a 
flood—they must be swept away from you as in a flood.  As well as every kind of, all sorts of, 
every form of malice. 

Malice is a general word of wickedness.  It modifies all the previous five sins.  So anger isn’t 
always sinful, but when it derives from malice, is it is sinful. 

Many have wondered why these six sins are strung together like this.  Some think there is a kind 
of progression of here: Bitterness gives way to > burnings of wrath > long-lasting, always 
burning anger > yelling > abusive speech.  It’s possible that’s what Paul meant and we can 
certainly affirm that experientially.  More likely, however, this is Paul’s elaborate way of 
describing anger in its many forms.  Sinful anger is multi-faceted. 

Instead, we are to put on. . . kindness, tender-heartedness, and forgiveness. . .  

v. 32: Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another 

We know what kindness is.  Tenderhearted refers to the deepest seat of emotions in a person 
(lit. speak of their bowels). It is compassion at the deepest level.  Forgiving one another is 
interesting because literally the word here is “grace” = “gracing one another.  And again “as God 
in Christ graced/forgave you”  A more literal translation of “gracing one another” might be better 
here because gracing is broader than forgiveness.  Nevertheless, it includes forgiveness and no 
doubt that’s main the accent Paul means here because of the last phrase, “as God in Christ 
forgave you.”  So we are to put off all manner of bitterness and anger towards our fellow 
Christians (the context) and instead be kind, tenderhearted and full of forgiveness.  This is the 
kind of community that thrives.  You want to be part of this kind of church, right? 
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So what’s the motivation Paul gives? 

v. 32: as God in Christ forgave you 

God’s kindness and compassion and forgiveness extended toward us serves as the example for 
believers in their relationships with each other.  Who has been wronged more than God?  And so 
whose forgiveness is the most magnanimous/ the most generous?  So as he forgave the most, so 
should we forgive something less others have done to us. 

CONCLUSION 

So there you have it. Five practical examples of how Christians can change with God’s help—
putting off and putting on by the renewal of our minds with the Scriptures.  So, Christians, 
become who you are.  You have been called of God to walk in the world as light. You were 
created in his image to bear holiness and righteousness. 

Therefore, make it your aim to put on the garments of holiness and righteousness and become 
who you are. 
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