The Inner Work: An Interfaith Exploration of the
Seven Deadly Sins and Lively Virtues
Part 3: Wrath vs. Faith
Rev. Eric Eugene Elnes, Ph.D.
First Congregational Church of Eugene
March 8, 2026

Scripture: Jeremiah 20:7-9 (NRSVUE) Matthew 21:12-13 (NRSVUE);
Ephesians 4:26-32 (The Message)

l. Anger vs. Wrath
We live in a moment when anger feels not only understandable, but necessary.

Turn on the news. Scroll through social media. Listen to the conversations happening around
kitchen tables and in coffee shops. Everywhere you turn, people are angry—and often for very
good reasons. Injustice provokes anger. Cruelty provokes anger. Hypocrisy provokes anger.

So today’s question is not whether anger is good or bad. The religious traditions are actually
quite clear on this point: anger itself is not the problem.

The real question is something more discerning. When is anger healthy—and when does it
become toxic?

Think of a medication millions of people take every day for heart disease: warfarin. In carefully
regulated doses, it can save a life. In another context, at another dose, it was once used as rat
poison. Same substance. Vastly different outcomes.

The traditions suggest anger works much the same way. In the right measure, anger can awaken
our conscience. It can protect what matters. It can call us to justice. But left unchecked, it can
harden the heart and poison the soul.

In the Bible, interestingly enough, we find several forms of healthy anger. The first might be
called relational anger.

One of the most striking examples comes from the prophet Jeremiah. In chapter 20, Jeremiah
turns on God in 2 moment of utter frustration and cries out, “You deceived me, Lord, and |
was deceived.” The Hebrew behind this translation is actually much stronger than most English
translations suggest. It indicates that Jeremiah is not merely feeling “deceived” but used,
overwhelmed, even violated.

This is not polite religion. This is not the kind of prayer you expect to hear in church. Yet the
Bible preserves it. Why? Because real relationships can hold the truth. Sometimes anger is

simply the sound of honesty breaking through polite religion.

The second kind of healthy anger is what we might call boundary anger.



In the book of Second Samuel, the prophet Nathan confronts King David after David’s affair
with Bathsheba and the arranged death of her husband. Nathan tells a story about a rich man
who steals a poor man’s only lamb. David becomes furious and declares the man deserves
punishment.

Then Nathan looks at him and says just four words: “You are the man.”

That’s boundary anger. Clear. Direct. Restoring moral clarity.

And then there is prophetic anger.

We see this when Jesus overturns the tables in the temple. The temple had become a system of
exploitation that burdened the poor and excluded outsiders. And Jesus’ anger erupts—not
because his ego is wounded, but because something sacred has been violated.

So the Bible is not afraid of anger.

It knows anger can be honest. It knows anger can set boundaries. It knows anger can defend
justice. Yet the Bible also warns us about a particular kind of anger that slowly corrodes the
soul.

A form of anger that feels righteous... but isn’t. We might call it self-righteous indignation.
Self-righteous indignation is anger rooted not simply in the belief that we are right, but in the
deeper conviction that we are somehow morally superior. It elevates the self while diminishing

others.

You can see this pattern scattered throughout the Bible. Last week, we remembered how Cain
became angry when his offering was not favored and eventually killed his brother Abel.

The prophet Jonah became furious when God forgave the people of Nineveh—so angry, in fact,
that he said he would rather die than live in a world where God shows that kind of mercy.

In Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son, the older brother refuses to enter the celebration because
he cannot tolerate the grace shown to his wayward sibling.

In each case, anger is not protecting love. It is protecting the self. Anger only stays healthy
when love comes first.

Perhaps the clearest diagnosis of this kind of anger comes not from the Bible, but the Qur’an.

In the Qur’an, God creates humanity from clay and commands the angels to bow before them.
At first, the angels are confused. They see clearly that these beings are flawed. “But they’ll
commit violence,” they cry, “even murder!”

God doesn’t deny their claim, nor does God yield, but simply responds, “I know things that you
do not.” The angels are good with that. They raise the moral question, but they do not assume
they understand more than God. So all the host of heaven bows.



All ... except one. Iblis. Iblis is another name for Satan in the Qur’an.

When asked why he refuses, Iblis answers: “l am too good to bow. You created me from
smokeless fire, and them from clay.”

Notice something important. Iblis does not deny God. He does not reject the existence of
God. And he is truly made of higher stuff than we are. He’s superior in every way.

Yet, he believes that his own sense of righteousness is superior to God’s command. That
moment—according to the Qur’an—marks the birth of evil. The Qur’an could hardly state this
more emphatically: The very source of evil is self-righteous indignation.

Self-righteous indignation is the psychological engine that produces what our ancient Christian
ancestors called wrath. Wrath, as Thomas Aquinas described it, is anger that believes it is
serving justice but in fact is quietly exceeding it.

The story of Iblis certainly suggests why Jesus, who shows extraordinary patience with sinners,
tenderness toward the broken, and compassion toward outsiders and skeptics, reserves his
fiercest critique for anger at the self-righteous.

Religious leaders who strain out a gnat but swallow a camel. Leaders who burden others with
rules but neglect mercy. People so certain of their righteousness that they cannot recognize
grace when it stands before them.

Here is the stunning irony. The people most vulnerable to the deadly sin of wrath are often the
very people who care the most about righteousness. Jonah cared deeply about obedience to
God. The Pharisees cared deeply about holiness. Iblis himself believed he was defending what
was right.

Il Is It 1, Lord? (Singing Bowl Meditation)

Before we move on, | invite you to sit quietly for a moment with a question the disciples once
asked Jesus: “Is it I, Lord?”

If moral contempt and wrath are betrayals of Jesus’ way, where might it live within us?
lll. Lord, It’s Been Me

The late pastor William Sloane Coffin once made an observation that has stayed with me for
years:

“True, we have to hate evil; otherwise we’re sentimental. But if we hate evil more than we love the
good, we become damn good haters—and of those the world already has too many. However deep our

anger, like that of Christ, it must always and only measure our love.”

That line has been haunting me lately.



While Melanie and | were recently under the weather, we binged a season of the survival show
Alone. Ten people with extraordinary survival skills are dropped about 120 miles north of the
Arctic Circle and left to survive by themselves for as long as they can.

Two of the contestants rubbed me the wrong way almost immediately.

One was a self-described hillbilly from Arkansas. Everything about him—from his accent to his
sense of masculinity—triggered assumptions in my mind about his politics, education, and
worldview.

The other contestant was a man from Indiana who spoke openly about growing up in a
Christian militia family. As a child he was taught to expect government raids at any moment. His
upbringing revolved around survival skills and preparing for the end times.

| realized pretty quickly that | had already written their stories in my head.

Yet, something interesting happens when people are dropped alone into the wilderness. The
layers begin to fall away. Out there, persona doesn’t last very long. What begins to emerge
instead is vulnerability.

In episode after episode, | began noticing things | hadn’t expected. These men were deeply
connected to the land. They treated animals with respect. They spoke tenderly about their
families. They endured enormous hardship not out of pride, but out of love—hoping the prize
money might improve life for the people they cared about.

Before long something surprising happened. | found myself rooting for them.

When the man from Arkansas developed a health condition that forced him to withdraw from
the competition, | found myself unexpectedly in tears.

The other man shared a story that stopped me cold.

He described growing up in constant fear—fear that government forces would one day break
down their door and take him away from his family. Years later, on his first overseas
humanitarian trip to Ukraine, he worked in an orphanage. And he suddenly recognized
something in the eyes of those children. The same fear he had carried as a child. But he also
saw something else. The staff's love for the children was easing that fear.

That was the moment his life changed. He decided then and there that he would devote his life
to easing the fear of children through love.

As the episodes unfolded, | began to realize something uncomfortable. The problem in this
story wasn’t just the stereotypes | thought these men represented. The problem was how little
love I'd had for them. | had reduced them to caricatures: a “white trash hillbilly”... a “Christian
nationalist.”

It turns out self-righteous indignation doesn’t begin with hatred. It begins with the absence of
love.



Coffin was right. If we hate evil more than we love the good, we become damn good haters.
And the world already has way too many of those.

IV. Wrath vs. Faith
This is where faith changes everything.

Every week when we close this service, | offer a blessing that says: “You are surely not alone on
this journey, and you are loved—Iloved beyond your wildest imagination.”

That is not sentimental theology. That is the bedrock of faith. Because the heart of the
Christian story is this astonishing claim from the Apostle Paul: “While we were yet sinners,
Christ died for us.”

Christ did not wait until humanity got everything right. Love came first.

As long as | stand on that foundation—on the conviction that every human being is loved
beyond imagination—my anger can remain healthy.

It can be honest.
It can set boundaries.
It can defend justice.

But the moment | step off that foundation,
my anger begins to harden into indignation.
Indignation that begins to hunger for wrath ...
and is restless until it finds it.

The rock of faith can either be the ground we stand on...or the stone that crushes us.
The difference is whether love still leads our anger. Because in Christ we learn this:

Love comes first.

When love comes first, anger can still serve life.
When it doesn’t ... anger becomes wrath.

Reflection and Discussion Questions
Here are a few questions related to the sermon for personal reflection and small group conversation.

I. Healthy Anger. In the sermon, Eric noted that the Bible actually recognizes several forms
of healthy anger—anger that brings honesty into relationships, sets boundaries when harm is
done, or defends what is sacred.

Can you think of a time when anger helped you speak truth, set a boundary, or defend something
important? What made that anger feel constructive rather than destructive?



2. The Danger of Self-Righteous Indignation. The sermon described self-righteous
indignation as anger rooted not just in believing we are right, but in believing we are somehow
morally superior to others.

Where do you see this kind of anger most often in the world today? When are you most tempted to fall
into it yourself?

3. Seeing the Humanity in Others. Eric shared how watching contestants on the survival
show Alone slowly challenged his assumptions about them. As he saw their vulnerability, love for
their families, and compassion for others, he realized how quickly he had reduced them to
caricatures.

Have you ever had an experience where getting to know someone changed a stereotype or judgment
you initially had about them? What helped you begin to see them differently?

4. Love Comes First. The sermon concluded with the idea that faith keeps anger healthy by
placing it on a deeper foundation: the conviction that every person is loved by God beyond
imagination. When love comes first, anger can still serve life; when it doesn’t, anger can harden
into wrath.

How might your reactions toward people you disagree with—or feel angry toward—change if you truly
began with the belief that they are loved by God beyond imagination?



