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DON’T GET MAD ... GET EVEN!
Matthew 5:21-26

Have you ever noticed that anger can cause us to do some dumb things?  Several years ago 
William F. Merten of Mt. Clemens, Michigan, wrote to Reader’s Digest to tell about a memorable 
argument he had with his wife.  The argument was well under way as they left a party one evening.  
Once they were in the car, words were flying.  The area they were driving through was not the best, 
so they stopped arguing just long enough to lock the doors.  Then they started again.

Merton’s wife had really worked up a storm, and after a few choice words from him, she 
shouted, “Stop the car and let me out!”

Merton pulled over to the curb.  His wife unlocked the door and got out, but then looked 
around and got back in again.  Looking a little sheepish she said, “Take me to a better neighborhood.”

That broke them both up ... and the argument too.  

Anger can cause us to do some dumb things.

Anger can also cause us to do terrible things.  Here’s an extreme example of “road rage.”  In 
Philadelphia just last year, this was the testimony of a man who killed a driver who cut in front of 
him on the freeway: “The traffic had slowed down terribly because of construction and was 
funneling into a single lane.  I had waited in line for more than a quarter of an hour until I was able 
to finally enter into the flow of traffic.  Just as I was about to pull out, this guy passed me on the 
shoulder of the road and cut in front of me.  And as if that were not enough, the driver laughed at 
me and then flipped me off!  Well, it was too much for me to handle!  I had had a pretty bad day 
already at work, and so I followed the guy.  When the traffic stopped because of MORE congestion, I 
grabbed the gun in my glove compartment, got out of my car, walked up to the side of his car and 
shot him in his face.  I regret doing it, but at the time it felt good...”

The injustice of what had happened was bad enough, but being laughed at and taunted was 
more humiliation than the man in Philadelphia (the City of Brotherly Love) could tolerate.

In our Gospel lesson from the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is teaching us a new way to live.  
He says, “You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever 
murders shall be liable to judgment.’  But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you 
will be liable to judgment...”

What I want you to notice here is that Jesus is moving us away from the outer act of anger
and dealing with the inner emotion.  

Everyone gets angry, and anger is a normal emotion ... you all agree with that, right?  And 
we all know that when we’re upset with somebody, the best thing to do is to go to that person and 
say, “What you did has really made me angry.”  I know that is tough to do ... I don’t like conflict or 
confrontation.  But if we don’t go to the person, we hold the anger inside and we end up dwelling on
those feelings of bitterness and resentment causing them to grow and grow.  Somebody has said: 

“Bitterness breeds bitterness, hatred breeds even more hatred. Like a terrible 
beast within, such feelings of resentment, if unresolved, can eat for years at our very 
heart and soul.”


Mamie Mobley’s only child was brutally murdered in 1956.  Her son, Emmett, was visiting 

relatives and friends in Mississippi.  Outside a general store, with boys playing games on the front 
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porch, eleven-year-old Emmett decided to go into the store and buy some bubble gum and some 
candy.

As Emmett and some of the other boys came out of the store, someone asked Emmett, 
“How’d you like the lady in the store?”  Emmett whistled his approval.  Someone near by heard his 
whistle and did not like an African American whistling at a Caucasian woman.

It was 2:30 a.m. the next Sunday when two men stormed into the house where Emmett was 
staying and took eleven-year-old Emmett at gun point.  Three days later they discovered his badly 
beaten body.  This is the hardest thing a mother or father is ever confronted with ... the murder of their 
child.

This tragic event would leave a mark on Mamie’s life.  Years after the tragedy she was asked, 
“Don’t you harbor any bitterness toward the two men?”  Mamie’s reply reveals the depth of her 
faith: “From the very beginning that’s the question that has always been raised.  What they had 
done was not for me to punish and it was not for me to go around hugging hate to myself, because 
hate would destroy me ... it wouldn’t hurt them.  I did not wish them dead.  I did not wish them in jail.  
Let me tell you this ... If I had to, I could take their four little children and I could raise those children 
as if they were my own and I could have loved them.”  

Mamie remembers her son when she sees children playing in the neighborhood and listens 
to her friends talk about their grandchildren “something she realizes she will never experience.”

Mamie says this about her faith: “I was brought up in the Church of God in Christ.  It 
preached the gospel of Jesus Christ, but with a different twist.  I believe the Lord meant what he 
said, and I try to live according to the way I’ve been taught.” 

Through this terrible ordeal she can honestly say: “I haven’t spent one night hating those 
people.”  

(Studs Terkel, Race (New York: The New Press, 1992), pp. 20-22.)

I can honestly say ... I’m not sure how Mamie did it.  But allowing feelings of bitterness and 
hatred to fester in our lives ... will eventually destroy us. 

I am sure Jesus wants us to control the drive to act out our anger, but he realized how destructive
that inner emotion could be to our lives.


I believe that when “push comes to shove” this is at its root ... it is a spiritual issue for us.  And 

there is a sense of urgency in Jesus’ words.  He even says, “Come to terms quickly...” 
When relationships are strained, whether it’s our fault or not, we are to go at once and try our 

best to reconcile.  The sooner we’re able to resolve our differences with other people ... the better
the chance is for complete reconciliation.  The longer we wait ... the harder it becomes.


Two sisters spent the day fighting.  That evening they prepared for bed, still mad at each 

other.  As usual, they knelt by the side of their beds for their prayers.  “Dear God,” the 8-year-old 
began, “Bless Daddy and Mommy, bless our cat and dog.”  Then she stopped.  

Her mother gently prodded, “Didn’t you forget somebody?”  
She glared across the bed at her 6-year-old sister and added, “And, oh yeah, God, bless my ex-

sister.”

Sometimes we wish it were that easy, don’t we?  But our biological or Christian brothers and 
sisters don’t become ‘ex’s’ just because we’re angry.  We were created for relationship.  Broken 
relationships tear at the very reason behind our existence.

“So when you are offering your gift at the altar,” Jesus said, “if you remember that your brother or 
sister has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your 
brother or sister and then come offer your gift.”  
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The relationships we have with each other are that important.  And whether you realize it or 
not ... our relationships with each other mirror our relationship with God.  How can we expect God to 
forgive us when we hold grudges and are unwilling to reconcile with someone who has wronged us 
in some way?  Jesus says to us, “Come to terms quickly with your accuser...”


Way too many of us struggle with forgiveness.  However, we cannot become the people 

Jesus intends us to become until we’re able to forgive the wrongs of others and work for
reconciliation.

The goal, then, is for us to love other people in the same way that God loves us.  


Leo Buscalgia is great.  I’ve always enjoyed reading his words.  In his book, Born For Love, he 
writes of observing two children having an argument.  The children were quarreling over some 
insignificant things:  

“You’re stupid!” one said to the other.  
“Well, so are you!” the other replied.  
“Not as stupid as you!” the first one said.  
“Oh, yeah?” the other one said.  “That’s what you think.”

When Buscalgia passed by the playground not more than ten minutes later, these two 
children were playing together again, having forgotten the whole thing.  

Buscalgia writes: “No brooding, no wounded egos, no blame, no dredging up the past, no 
recriminations. There it was, a brief and honest exchange of angry feelings, an even briefer cooling 
off period, and all was forgiven.  Children are certainly much more forgiving than adults.” 

Buscalgia concludes: “Somewhere in the process of growing up we seem to have become 
experts at holding grudges, cradling fragile egos and unforgiving natures.”  

(Leo F. Buscalgia, Born for Love (New York: Slack, Inc., 1992), p. 202.)


There is something beautiful about the healing of a relationship once broken.  It happens 

from time to time.  Brothers who had vowed eternal enmity.  Sisters who had long ago ceased to 
converse.  Parents with a son or daughter who has disavowed devotion.  Then something happens and 
that which was broken is restored.  

Maybe it is beautiful because it reminds us of our relationship with God.  Once that was 
broken, but because of God’s great love for us, God took the initiative and reached across the great 
divide to bring us back.  And that is what God wishes for each of us to do.


On their first day of college back in 1968, Marsha Lockwood and Michael Cramer met.  They 

were both freshmen at the University of Massachusetts.  They liked each other immediately.  They 
learned that they came from neighboring towns, and they were only weeks apart in age.  They had 
much in common, both played instruments in their high school marching bands.  Their families had 
friends in common.

One of the things they discovered was that their grandfathers had worked together in the 
same office building some years earlier.  One was an accountant; the other was an insurance man.  
The two grandfathers were both in their seventies now.

When the two grandfathers were young boys they had gone to school together.  They had 
been good friends all during their childhoods.  In the 1920s, though, they had a feud.  It was over a 
business matter.  Hyman Brodsky and Louis Cramer were furious with each other.  They stopped 
speaking to each other entirely.

They did not speak a word to each other for over fifty years.  When they would be in the 
elevator with other business persons, they would talk to the others, but never to each other.  They 
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wouldn’t even look at each other.  If they happened to find themselves alone together in the 
elevator, the two boyhood friends would ride upstairs in total silence.  Fifty years of this.

Meanwhile, the romance of Marsha and Michael was growing more and more serious.  In 
1974 they became engaged.

Shortly after the engagement was announced, Hyman Brodsky and Louis Cramer were 
riding upstairs in the elevator, and one of them remarked casually, “Well, it looks like the kids are 
going to get married.”  The other one said, “Yes, it looks that way.”  The silence of fifty years had been 
broken.

A month before the wedding the two grandfathers were invited to an engagement party.  It 
was the first time they had been at a social occasion together in over fifty years.

“They were sitting next to each other all through the party,” Marsha recalls.  “They were 
talking about their days in school back when they were boys.  It was as if no time had passed at all.”  
Their friendship seemed to grow immediately.  Both had forgotten what that original argument had 
been about.  It was a business argument, but neither one of them remembered the details.  Marsha 
and Michael were married; Hy and Louie were restored to being the best of friends.

Marsha kept thinking that she and her new husband had changed history in a way “not 
prominent, worldwide history “ but by meeting and falling in love, they had changed the personal 
histories of their two grandfathers “Hy and Louie” and somehow that seemed very important to her.  

(Bob Greene, He Was a Midwestern Boy on His Own (New York: Atheneum, 1991), pp. 237-239.)

Sometimes it happens that way with a fairy tale ending.  Usually, though, reconciliation is 
hard work ... but it is love’s work.  It cost Jesus his life ... Love’s work led him to a cross.  Love is that 
important.  Is it too much to ask of us to set aside the hurt and the pain we have experienced ... or 
even caused ... to do Love’s work ... to be reconciled?  

However, someone has to take the initiative.

Love can help you do just that.

Isn’t it time for you to be reconciled?


Oh yeah ... what about the title of my sermon?  “Don’t Get Mad ... Get Even!”  Obviously I did 

that intentionally.  It’s that word “even” that I want us to focus on and there’s a definition of it that 
actually fits quite well with what I’ve been saying.  

As an adjective, Webster defines “even” as: calm; placid; undisturbed; not easily excited or 
angered ... as in “an even temper.”

So my brothers and sisters: Don’t Get Mad ... Get Even!
Amen and Amen.


