
 

 

 

At our quiet morning a couple of 

weeks ago Philip Swan showed 

us some pictures of Jesus. Among 

them was a picture called ‘the 

angry Christ’. I have it here. 

Jesus is pointing at someone, and 

his face is filled with anger - eyes 

bulging, brows furrowed, mouth 

grimacing. It isn’t a picture that 

we feel very comfortable with. 

 

At our quiet morning a couple of weeks ago Philip Swan 

showed us some pictures of Jesus. Among them was a 

picture called ‘the angry Christ’. I have it here. Jesus is 

pointing at someone, and his face is filled with anger - 

eyes bulging, brows furrowed, mouth grimacing. It isn’t a 

picture that we feel very comfortable with. Whenever I’ve 

shown the same set of pictures to confirmation groups, this 

is the one that people have found difficult - often people 

would much rather have one of the other pictures, a gentle 

picture of Jesus surrounded by birds and animals. 

 

We might have seen that other picture as a child, but there 

is no evidence for such a scene ever taking place. But we 

do have plenty of evidence in the gospels of Jesus getting 

angry - for instance in our gospel story today. So why do 

we find a picture like this so difficult?  

Perhaps it’s because we find anger difficult. It’s such a 

strong emotion. Our own anger often unsettles and disturbs 

us. We don’t feel in control when we’re angry and we often 

feel bad afterwards when we have been angry.  

 

Maybe we are also aware that our anger isn’t always 

justified. Sometimes we find ourselves getting angry over 

something small or unimportant. Quite often our anger is 

stirred by the media over some issue or some person. So our 

anger can be misplaced or misdirected. But if Jesus was 

angry at times, and we are his followers, then maybe there 

are times when we should be angry too. Maybe there are 

times when our anger can be an expression of our 

relationship with God. 

 

That is what was happening with Jesus in the temple in our 

gospel reading. The temple building was like a set of boxes 

each inside another. The inmost box was the Holy of Holies 

where the ark of the covenant was kept. Then there was the 

court for the priests, and then the court of Israel, and then - 

further out I’m afraid - the women’s court, and around that 

the great outer court which was open to anyone, including 

gentiles. 

 

This scene took place in the outer temple court. There the 

traders sold lambs and pigeons for temple sacrifices. And 

because of concerns about idolatry the money used in the 

temple could not be Roman money, which carried the 



 

 

Emperor’s image - it had to be special temple money, so 

everyone had to exchange their money first. 

 

In this courtyard which was meant to be a place of 

teaching and worship ‘for all nations’ the authorities had  

allowed a market place to grow. The sellers of animals and 

birds and the money changers were all looking for a profit 

- and no doubt they also paid the temple authorities - 

taking this money from ordinary people simply fulfilling 

their religious duties. 

  

It’s a little uncomfortable to have this reminder about the 

way that the desire to make money can take over on our 

Church Support Sunday, when we will be hearing about 

our own church finances and how we can help. But maybe 

it’s an encouragement for us to be as honest as we can be 

about this need, simply asking for support without trying 

to get money out of anyone in a wrong way. 

 

But in Jesus’ day the whole system had become corrupt. A 

place that was meant to bring people close to God had 

become a ‘robber’s cave’, while those with power kept all 

this commotion well away from their privileged areas. No 

wonder Jesus felt angry. His anger stemmed directly from 

his closeness to God. He felt God’s concern for the poor 

who were being fleeced. He felt the sadness that a meeting 

place between God and the people was being taken over. 

He felt the rottenness at the heart of his own religion.  

It’s a warning to us to notice whenever the church takes the 

side of privilege, or becomes exclusive rather than inclusive, 

keeping out certain parts of society - perhaps unwittingly, 

just by the way we do things. In Mark’s gospel we hear that 

this challenge to the temple only happened after Jesus had 

first come and looked around at how things were there. If 

Jesus came in and looked around at our church and how we 

do things, would he find anything that would make him 

angry? It’s worth wondering about. 

 

And we can also look outwards, and ask what things would 

make Jesus angry in our community, in our society, in our 

wider world… Philip pointed out to us that the ‘angry 

Christ’ picture was painted by an artist in the Philippines 

during the time of the Marcos regime. The peasants there 

often suffered at the hands of the military, some were 

exploited by people traffickers, and many communities were 

destroyed by unscrupulous developers. The artist saw all 

this injustice, and felt God’s anger about it, and he 

expressed this anger in the face of Jesus. 

 

When we watch the news on the TV maybe we also feel a 

sense of God’s anger at what is going on. But how do we 

decide whether this is about God’s anger or just our own 

reaction, perhaps manipulated by the cynical? How do we 

decide where God’s deepest concerns would lie? 

 

We are often encouraged to be angry with particular people 

who have done bad things - hate figures set up for us to 



 

 

focus our anger towards. There’s a science fiction story 

called The Public Hating in which a criminal is led out 

into the middle of a huge stadium and the whole crowd 

shouts abuse and hatred at them as their punishment. Often 

our media acts like this. Is this really what God wants?  

 

But then there are other stories - often more complex and 

less easy to understand - about whole communities being 

treated unjustly, or about the effects of government 

policies somewhere in the world or in our own country 

which are hurting those who are the poorest and the most 

vulnerable. Maybe these are the stories which should lead 

us from concern to anger, and then on to action. 

 

That is one of the differences with Jesus. He didn’t just 

look or sound angry - his anger was expressed in action - 

in challenging the uncaring behaviour of other religious 

leaders, in overturning the tables in the temple. 

 

We went to see the film Selma last week. It’s a very 

powerful retelling of a particular episode in the battle for 

civil rights for all people in America, led by Martin Luther 

King, that took place exactly 50 years ago. In the film 

there is plenty of anger - especially when the black 

community gathers in the church for yet another funeral, 

and King expresses in his sermon the great sense of 

injustice that they all feel. 

 

It’s a film which made me ask what I should be standing up 

to, and what I should be speaking out against. One thing I 

noticed was that although there was anger, there was also 

action - carefully thought out and planned. At one point 

Martin Luther King and the other leaders are arguing about 

what their strategy should be. He says that their tactics are 

always ‘negotiate, demonstrate, resist’. There is a hard 

pragmatism to their policy of civil disobedience, similar to 

the approach of Ghandi in India. Anger is not just expressed 

- it is channelled into a carefully thought out plan of non-

violent resistance which will expose the injustice to the 

wider world.  

 

Maybe on that day in the temple Jesus also was acting not 

just from a flash of anger, but in a planned gesture to expose 

what he saw as wrong. And maybe like the Civil Rights 

movement, he knew that one way to overturn a corrupt 

system was to provoke it into showing its true colours, 

whatever the consequences. 

 

This could be a test for us of whether our anger about the 

world or some local situation is in line with God’s concerns. 

Is our anger simply letting off steam, or does it lead to 

action on behalf of others, action which may well come with 

a cost? 

 

Recently the Church of England bishops wrote a Pastoral 

Letter. It was their contribution to the lead up to the General 

Election. And it has already generated quite a bit of debate 



 

 

and quite a lot of criticism. In fact I was questioned by 

someone last week about whether our bishop had signed 

up to this letter! 

 

You can find the letter on the C of E website. Although it 

contains things that I’m sure some people won’t agree 

with, the bishops are trying to say something important. 

They are asking us to think about what God’s concerns 

would be, as we come up to the election. They are 

suggesting some of the issues which we as Christians 

should engage with in this debate - issues like poverty, 

inequality, the scapegoating of certain groups, the dangers 

of individualism and consumerism, loneliness, and so on. 

They want less of the sort of shallow politics which is just 

about what suits me, and more political discussion about 

the wider values we want to see in our society. 

 

Their desire to get people talking comes from an 

underlying anger about the sort of politics which doesn’t 

really engage with God’s concerns, and the failure of most 

of us to really think about this. It isn’t surprising that the 

press attacked them for hypocrisy and accused them of 

being party political.  If you speak out for God’s concerns 

in a way that challenges people, you will attract 

opposition. 

 

Martin Luther King knew that, and so did Jesus. It’s easy 

for us to get angry in a way that doesn’t lead to any action 

or any cost. You might call that ‘cheap anger’. That’s the 

sort of anger that can be pretty negative. 

 

But anger can come from real love and concern for others, 

and this sort of anger may well be costly. The costs might 

begin with making the effort to find out more about a 

situation that troubles us. There are plenty of situations like 

that - I read in the paper yesterday that there are over 10,000 

people living in the UK today as modern day ‘slaves’ - often 

trapped in their jobs by vicious gangmasters or the cruel sex 

industry. Other stories will have caught you eye. We will 

each have our own issues that particular concern us.  

 

As we find out more, that might lead to us spending time 

writing to those in power, or supporting a pressure group, or 

getting involved in a debate, or doing something practical to 

help. And that might lead to people disagreeing with us and 

attacking us in one way or another. Really caring about 

others is always costly. 

 

But our gospel reading reminds us that Jesus wasn’t meek 

and mild - he was passionate about injustice and prepared to 

act. So if we ask Jesus in our prayers and our hymns to 

make us more like him, then we are asking him to make us 

care more, a care that may lead us to stand alongside him in 

his anger, and to be willing to act out of that anger on behalf 

of others, even when it will be costly for us. Because anger 

like this - anger like his - is ultimately an expression of love.  


