Series: Alternatives to the Seven Deadly Sins

Sermon #3 – “Patience Instead of Anger”

Numbers 22: 21-34

Ephesians 4: 1-3

  Today, as we continue our series on “Alternatives to the Seven Deadly Sins,” we have come across one of the most interesting and intriguing passages in the Bible. It’s the story of Balaam’s talking donkey.

 Don’t you just love animals that talk? I know I have ever since Mr. Ed – that wonderful sit-com from my early childhood days that featured the talking horse. In more recent time, there has been a whole spate of animated films dear to our children and to us, perhaps most notably the Shrek movies, which happened to also feature a talking donkey.

 Today, as we look closely at this beloved Biblical story –a story filled with some humor – we will see one perspective on the deadly sin of anger. But before we look at the story more closely, we need to look at the context of this narrative within the larger block of scripture.

  The Book of Numbers tells the story of Israel’s wanderings in the wilderness following their exodus from Egypt. The familiar cast of characters is there – Moses, Joshua, Miriam and Caleb to name a few. But there are also some other characters less well known. One of those was a Moabite king by the name of Balak.

 When the Israelites started settling into the plains on Moab, northeast of Egypt, this desert monarch began to get a little nervous. All these people began to crowd into his territory. He did not know what they were up to. Out- numbering his own people and worried that the Israelites might rise up try to conquer, he decides it is time for action.

 Like so many warrior kings of old, before he went to battle however, Balak wanted to make sure he had the gods on his side. He had heard about this prophet for hire far away near the Euphrates River area. His name was Balaam and it has been said he had a real knack of invoking the gods to curse ones enemies. And so, Balak sends emissaries with tribute money to get Balaam to come and curse the Israelites. 

 Well, the emissaries aren’t successful on their first try. The bribery team arrives at Balaam’s place to make their bid. But after a night of prayer, Balaam – not an Israelite mind you – tells the emissaries that he has been told by Yahweh not to curse these Israelites because they are blessed.

Well, the bribery band makes it’s way back to Moab and Balak won’t take no for an answer. So he sends a larger contingent back to Balaam, with even more loot. And Balaam, to his credit tells them “no” again. In fact he says:

 “Although Balak were to give me his whole house filled with gold and silver, I could not go beyond the command of Yahweh.” (v.18).

 Pretty good for a non-believer, eh? But something happens. Perhaps against his better judgment, perhaps at the threat of bodily harm, Balaam says, nevertheless he would spend the night in prayer to Yahweh. Which he does and he says that Yahweh tells him to go to Balak, but only to heed the command of Yahweh as to what to do about the Israelites. And so Balaam sets out toward Moab, riding his trusty donkey. And this is where our story picks up this morning.

 We join Balaam on his journey toward Moab. And something is askew. Either Balaam misread God’s instructions, or God changes his mind (which God certainly has the prerogative to do!). But either way, as the story goes, God get angry with old Balaam’s decision to go to Moab at King Balak’s beckoning.  What? God gets angry? Isn’t that one of the seven deadly sins – the very one we’re talking about today? Yes, but it is not divine anger we are reckoning with today. 

Divine anger is a different matter in the Bible from human anger. God’s anger is always a righteous indignation and not sinful. God’s ire is the subject of another sermon for another day. Today we are wrestling with human anger, but we will come to that in a moment.

 Yes, the story says God gets mad about Balaam’s decision to go to Moab, and what God does is that sends an angel to stand in the roadway blocking Balaam as he heads westward. But the funny thing is that Balaam cannot see the angel wielding a sword in the middle of the road, but the poor old donkey can. So what does the donkey do? He heads off the road into the field. Not sure what the heck is going on Balaam takes out his stick and strikes the animal getting him back on the road. 

Down the way a little further the same thing happens, this time the donkey sideswiping a stone wall catching Balaam’s leg in a pinch. With blood running down his leg, Balaam gives the burro a good lashing and back on his way he goes.  

 But then a third time the angel appeared only this time it was in such a place that all the donkey could do is lay down. And this is where our deadly sin of the day comes to full light. Look at what happens.

 Balaam picks himself up off the ground and he is fit to be tied! Mad as a hornet, he says to his poor old animal:

 “You have made me look like a fool, like I’ve never even rid you before! I ought to take out my sword and kill you” (v. 29)

 And it’s then that the strangest thing happens. The Bible says:

“The Lord opened the mouth of the donkey and he spoke.” (v. 28)

 And out of the mouth of a beast-of-burden comes words that challenged Balaam and challenges us to examine our human anger. 

 “What have I done to you that deserves your beating me three times? Am I not the same donkey you have ridden all your life? Have I ever done anything like this before?”

 Let’s face it, for some reason, Balaam lost it. Have you ever lost it like that? Have you ever, gone off on someone, for no apparent reason? Have you ever taken your ire out upon a poor innocent by-stander, when really it was someone else you were mad at? 

I have a feeling, Balaam was really mad at God. God had told him twice not to go to Moab. Somehow the ante got raised however – either the pot was sweetened too much by the emissaries or they made him “an offer he couldn’t refuse.” Whatever, when Balaam’s journey get’s delayed and sidetracked, by God, he takes it our on the poor donkey. Have ever done that? If you have then you know just one of the many shapes the deadly sin of anger can take in your life.

· Maybe you didn’t like your meal at the restaurant, so because you’re mad at the chef you’re rude to and refuse the tip the waitress.

· Maybe you come home from being chewed out at the office for a mistake you made and you proceed to yell at the kids.

· Maybe you’re really mad at the cable company for those charges n your bill for PPV movies you never ordered and let the customer service person on the other end of the phone have it.

 Every one of us somewhere along the way has been Balaam and unfortunately somebody else has been the donkey. 

 There is something I noticed in this story that may tell us something about the pernicious nature of the deadly sin of anger. Did you notice how Balaam was blind to the One whom, I believe, he was really angry with? He was blind to God – at least blind to God’s messenger.

 Both of the 5th century church fathers, John Cassian and Gregory the Great defined anger in terms of blindness. Cassian once wrote:

 “For any reason whatsoever, the movement of wrath may boil over and blind the eyes of the heart.”

 Indeed, that is what sinful human anger does – it blinds the vision of the heart – to God, to our own shortcomings and to other’s around us. And blinded by our ire we “kick the cat” (or beat the donkey, whichever the case may be.)

 In his book Sinning Like a Christian: A New Look at the Seven Deadly Sins, William Willamon writes this about anger:

 “Perhaps all sins, or at least many of the Seven, are paradoxical. On the one hand anger can be righteous indignation at injustice; on the other hand, anger can be that blind rage in which we see nothing but ourselves, and our diminished sense of self, reacting with murderous rage. Anger is surely one of the most self-delusional and destructive, usually self-destructive and potentially violent, of the Seven Sins.”

 And indeed it is – it blinds us so that we lash out beyond all reason. The Bible consistently beckons human beings to be cautious of anger. The first recorded human anger in the Bible resulted in death - when Cain slew Abel.  Read the Proverbs and you will find that every one of them that refers to anger cautions against it. And throughout the New Testament, Christians are directed away from anger toward an alternative. And most times that alternative is… 

…Patience

 Once again, citing a 5th century Christian, Prudentius in his epic poem, “Battle for the Soul,” he speaks of patience as the “contrary virtue” over against anger. 

 In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians today, were heard him advise us: 

 “To lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love.” (4: 1b-2)

 That New Testament word for patience is sometime translated “forbearance,” sometimes, “long suffering.” It is the eye-opening virtue that helps us to see clearly what our anger often blinds us to:

 Just a closing story that may resonate with you as it did with me: 

Poet Mary Rose O’Reilly tells about a Quaker friend of hers who, despite her pacifist beliefs struggled with anger. She says her friend was sitting in a Quaker meeting one day (that’s a worship service for you and me!) when she noticed a man across the aisle she did not recognize. She assumed him to be perhaps an emissary from the National Rifle Association for he was wearing one of those T-shirts that read, “Support the Right to Bear Arms.” It made her furious! Her ire began to rise. She says her friend stewed during the whole meeting, building up quite a headache. Later in the fellowship hall, her friend discovered that she had misread the man’s shirt, which instead proclaimed the comic takeoff, “Support the Right to Arm Bears.”

 O’Reilley goes on to add:

 “So much of our anger is based on this kind of misunderstanding. It’s our interpretations and constructions that cause so much pain in our own (heads) and in the outer world where we act out our misapprehensions. Popular culture is no help, because it frames issues in ways that teach us to feel offended at our victimization over one thing or another.” (The Barn at the End of the World, p.200)

Yes, blinded by anger we misread one another all the time. However, through he virtue of the gift of the Spirit called patience, we are enabled to bear with one another – suffer with one another long enough to perhaps see – really see one another as God sees us, as ones worthy of the redeeming love of God in Christ Jesus.
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