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The Wrath of Divine Love

Sabbath afternoon

Read for This Week’s Study: Psalm 78; Jonah 4:1–4; 
Matt. 10:8; Matt. 21:12, 13; Jer. 51:24, 25; Rom. 12:17–21.

Memory Text: “But He, being full of compassion, forgave their iniq-
uity, and did not destroy them. Yes, many a time He turned His anger 
away, and did not stir up all His wrath” (Psalm 78:38, NKJV).

Though God’s compassion is often celebrated, many find the idea 
of His wrath disturbing. If God is love, they think He should 
never express wrath. That notion, however, is false. His wrath 

arises directly from His love.
Some claim that the Old Testament God is a God of wrath and that 

the New Testament God is a God of love. But there is only one God, 
and He is revealed as the same in both Testaments. The God who is love 
does become angry at evil—but precisely because He is love. Jesus 
Himself expressed profound anger against evil, and the New Testament 
teaches numerous times about the righteous and appropriate wrath of 
God.

God’s anger is always His righteous and loving response against 
evil and injustice. Divine wrath is righteous indignation motivated by 
perfect goodness and love, and it seeks the flourishing of all creation. 
God’s wrath is simply the appropriate response of love to evil and 
injustice. Accordingly, evil provokes God to passion in favor of the vic-
tims of evil and against its perpetrators. Divine wrath, then, is another 
expression of divine love.

* Study this week’s lesson to prepare for Sabbath, February 1.

*January 25–31Lesson
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January 26

Grieved by Evil
The God of the Bible loves justice and hates evil. Sin and evil, 

therefore, provoke Him to passion, a passion expressed on behalf of 
those oppressed and abused, and even in cases in which one’s evil affects 
primarily oneself. God hates evil because evil always hurts His crea-
tures, even if self-inflicted. In the biblical narratives, God is repeatedly 
provoked to anger by what biblical scholars refer to as the cycle of 
rebellion. This cycle goes as follows:

The people rebel against God and do evil, sometimes even hor-
rendous atrocities, such as child sacrifice and other abominations in 
His sight. 

God withdraws according to the people’s decisions.
The people are oppressed by foreign nations.
The people cry to God for deliverance.
God graciously delivers the people.
The people rebel against God again, often more egregiously than 

before.
In the face of this cycle of egregious evil and infidelity, however, God 

repeatedly meets human unfaithfulness, but with unending faithfulness, 
long-suffering forbearance, amazing grace, and deep compassion.

Read Psalm 78. What does this passage convey about God’s response 
to His people’s repeated rebellions?

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

According to the Bible, love and justice are intertwined. Divine anger 
is the proper response of love against evil because evil always hurts 
someone whom God loves. There is no instance in Scripture where God 
is arbitrarily or unfairly wrathful or angry.

And while God’s people repeatedly forsook and betrayed Him, over 
the centuries God continued patiently to bestow compassion beyond 
all reasonable expectations (Neh. 9:7–33), thus demonstrating the 
unfathomable depth of His long-suffering compassion and merciful 
love. Indeed, according to Psalm 78:38, God, “being full of compas-
sion, forgave their iniquity and did not destroy them. Yes, many a time 
He turned His anger away, and did not stir up all His wrath” (NKJV).

Surely, you have been angry over the evil done to others. How 
does this emotion help you better understand, then, God’s wrath 
toward evil?

sunday
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January 27

God Is Slow to Anger
God becomes angry at evil because God is love. God is so compas-

sionate and gracious that one biblical prophet even chastised God for 
being too merciful!

Consider the story of Jonah and reflect on Jonah’s reaction to God’s 
compassionate forgiveness of the Ninevites, in Jonah 4:1–4. What 
does this tell us about Jonah, and about God? (See also Matt. 10:8.)

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

Jonah’s reaction to God’s mercy is telling in two primary ways. First, it 
displays Jonah’s own hardheartedness. He hated the Assyrians so much 
for what they had done to Israel that he did not want God to show them 
any mercy.

What a lesson for us! We must be careful to guard against this same 
attitude, however understandable it may be. Of all people, those who 
have received the grace of God should recognize unmerited grace and 
thus be willing to extend grace to others.

Secondly, Jonah’s reaction reinforces how central God’s compassion 
and grace are to His character. So familiar was Jonah with God’s mercy 
that—precisely because God is “gracious and merciful” and “slow to 
anger and abundant in lovingkindness” (Jon. 4:2, NKJV)—Jonah knew 
that the Lord would relent from bringing judgment against Nineveh. 
God deals justly and mercifully with all peoples and nations.

The Hebrew phrase translated “slow to anger” or “longsuffering” 
could be literally translated “long of nose.” In Hebrew idiom, anger 
was metaphorically associated with the nose, and the length of nose 
metaphorically images how long it takes for one to become angry.

References to God as “long of nose,” then, convey that God is slow 
to anger and long-suffering. While it does not take long for humans 
to become angry, God is exceedingly long-suffering and patient, and 
bestows grace freely and abundantly, yet without justifying sin or turn-
ing a blind eye to injustice. Instead, God Himself makes atonement for 
sin and evil via the cross so that He can be both just and the justifier of 
those who believe in Him (Rom. 3:25, 26).

Have you ever failed to show mercy or grace to someone who has 
wronged you? How can you best remember what God has done 
for you so that you become more gracious to others in response 
to the abundant grace God has shown you? And how do we show 
mercy and grace without giving license to sin or enabling abuse 
or oppression?

Monday
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January 28

Righteous Indignation
While there are many inappropriate forms of anger, the Bible also 

teaches that there is “righteous indignation.”
Imagine a mother watching her three-year-old daughter playing at the 

playground and then, suddenly, a man attacks her daughter. Should she 
not be angry? Of course, she should. Anger is the proper response of 
love in such a circumstance. This example helps us understand God’s 
“righteous indignation.”

Read Matthew 21:12, 13 and John 2:14, 15. What does Jesus’ reaction 
to the way the temple was being used tell us about God’s getting 
angry at evil?

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

In these instances, Jesus displays the “godly zeal” of righteous indig-
nation against those who were treating God’s temple as common and 
who had turned it into a “den of robbers” in order to take advantage of 
widows, orphans, and the poor (Matt. 21:13; compare with John 2:16). 
The temple and services, which were supposed to typify God’s gracious 
forgiveness and His cleansing of sinners, were instead being used to 
cheat and oppress some of the most vulnerable. Should Jesus not have 
been angry at this abomination?

Mark 10:13, 14 and Mark 3:4, 5 offer more examples of His righ-
teous indignation. When people brought little children to Jesus and 
“the disciples rebuked those who brought them,” Jesus “was greatly 
displeased”—literally “indignant.” He said to them, “  ‘Let the little 
children come to Me’ ” (Mark 10:13, 14, NKJV).

Elsewhere, when the Pharisees waited to accuse Jesus of breaking 
the Sabbath by healing on it, Jesus asked them, “ ‘Is it lawful on the 
Sabbath to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?’ ” (Mark 3:4, 
NKJV). He “looked around at them with anger, being grieved by the 
hardness of their hearts” and then proceeded to heal the man (Mark 3:5, 
NKJV). Christ’s anger is associated here with grief at their hardness; it 
is the righteous anger of love, just as the anger attributed to God in the 
Old Testament is the righteous anger of love. How could love not be 
upset by evil, especially when evil hurts the objects of that love?

How can we be careful not to seek to justify selfish anger as 
“righteous indignation”? Why is that so easy to do, and how can 
we protect ourselves from that subtle but real trap?

Tuesday
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January 29

God Does Not Afflict Willingly
Throughout the Bible, God repeatedly displays His passion in favor 

of the downtrodden and the oppressed and His corresponding righteous 
indignation against the victimizers and oppressors. If there were no 
evil, God would not be angry. His anger is only and always against that 
which harms His creation.

According to Lamentations 3:32, 33, God does not afflict willingly 
(literally, God does not afflict “from His heart”). He does not want to 
bring judgment against evildoers, but love finally requires justice.

This truth is exemplified in how long God continued to forgive His 
people and repeatedly grant them opportunities to repent and be recon-
ciled to Him. Again and again, through the prophets, God called out to 
His people, but they refused to listen (see Jer. 35:14–17, Ps. 81:11–14).

Read Ezra 5:12 and compare it with Jeremiah 51:24, 25, 44. What 
does this explain about the judgment that came upon Jerusalem via 
the Babylonians? (See also 2 Chron. 36:16.)

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

According to Ezra 5, after the people persistently and unrepentantly 
provoked God to anger, He eventually withdrew and “gave” the people 
“ ‘into the hand of Nebuchadnezzar King of Babylon’ ” (Ezra 5:12, 
NKJV). But God did so only after there was “no remedy” (2 Chron. 
36:16), and God later judged Babylon for the excessive devastation it 
inflicted upon Judah (Jer. 51:24, 25, 44; compare with Zech. 1:15).

Many other judgments that Scripture describes as brought about by 
God are explained as instances in which God “gives” the people over 
to their enemies (Judg. 2:13, 14; Ps. 106:41, 42), in accordance with 
the people’s decisions to forsake the Lord and serve the “gods” of the 
nations (Judg. 10:6–16, Deut. 29:24–26). God’s anger against evil, 
which will finally culminate in the eradication of all evil once and for 
all, stems from His love for all and from His desire for the final good 
of the universe, which itself has a stake in the whole question of sin 
and rebellion and evil.

How does the fact that God does not want to bring judgment 
against anyone affect your understanding of divine anger and 
wrath? If God is slow to anger, should we not be more patient and 
long-suffering with those around us? How can we do so while also 
protecting and caring for the victims of wrongdoing?

Wednesday
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Show Compassion
While divine wrath is a “terrible” thing, it is by no means immoral 

or unloving. On the contrary, in the Old and New Testaments, God 
expresses wrath against evil because of His love. Divine wrath is ter-
rible because of the insidious nature of evil in contrast to the pure good-
ness and splendor of God.

In this regard, love is essential to God; wrath is not. Where there 
is no evil or injustice, there is no wrath. In the end, God’s most lov-
ing action of eradicating evil from the universe also effectively will 
eliminate anger and wrath. And that is because never again will there 
be any injustice or evil. Forevermore, there will be only the eternity of 
bliss and justice in a perfect love relationship. There will never again 
be divine wrath because never again will there be the need for it. What 
a wonderful thought!

Some worry that divine anger might unintentionally be taken as 
giving license to human vengeance. Read Deuteronomy 32:35, 
Proverbs 20:22, Proverbs 24:29, Romans 12:17–21, and Hebrews 
10:30. How do these texts guard against human vengeance?

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________

According to Scripture, God has the right to bring judgment; and 
when He does, He always does so with perfect justice. Both the Old and 
New Testaments explicitly reserve vengeance for God. As Paul writes 
in Romans 12:19 (NASB), “Never take your own revenge, beloved, but 
leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, 
I will repay,’ says the Lord” (quoting from Deuteronomy 32:35).

While God eventually brings judgment against injustice and evil, 
Christ has made a way for all who believe in Him. Indeed, it is “Jesus 
who delivers us from the wrath to come” (1 Thess. 1:10, NKJV; com-
pare with Rom. 5:8, 9). And this is according to God’s plan: “For God 
did not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord 
Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:9, NKJV). Divine wrath is not nullified, but 
those who have faith in Jesus will be delivered from such wrath because 
of Christ.

In what way has Christ’s atonement upheld justice while also 
delivering us from wrath? Recognizing that provision had been 
made for you, despite your shortcomings, how much more gra-
cious should you be to others?

Thursday January 30
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January 31 

Further Thought: Read Ellen G. White, “Idolatry at Sinai,” pp. 315–
330, in Patriarchs and Prophets.

In the context of the sin of the golden calf, Ellen G. White wrote: 
“The Israelites had been guilty of treason, and that against a King who 
had loaded them with benefits and whose authority they had volun-
tarily pledged themselves to obey. That the divine government might 
be maintained justice must be visited upon the traitors. Yet even here 
God’s mercy was displayed. While He maintained His law, He granted 
freedom of choice and opportunity for repentance to all. Only those 
were cut off who persisted in rebellion.

“It was necessary that this sin should be punished, as a testimony to 
surrounding nations of God’s displeasure against idolatry. By execut-
ing justice upon the guilty, Moses, as God’s instrument, must leave on 
record a solemn and public protest against their crime. As the Israelites 
should hereafter condemn the idolatry of the neighboring tribes, their 
enemies would throw back upon them the charge that the people who 
claimed Jehovah as their God had made a calf and worshiped it in 
Horeb. Then though compelled to acknowledge the disgraceful truth, 
Israel could point to the terrible fate of the transgressors, as evidence 
that their sin had not been sanctioned or excused.

“Love no less than justice demanded that for this sin judgment should 
be inflicted. . . . It was the mercy of God that thousands should suffer, 
to prevent the necessity of visiting judgments upon millions. In order to 
save the many, He must punish the few.”—Ellen G. White, Patriarchs 
and Prophets, pp. 324, 325.

Discussion Questions:
Ê Why do you think so many people struggle with the concept of 
divine wrath? What helps you to understand it?

Ë What problems always arise when people seek vengeance that 
never arise when God seeks it?

Ì How was God’s judgment against Israel after the golden calf 
rebellion also an instance of divine mercy? What other examples 
in Scripture show that even God’s judgment is an act of love?

Í Even though we understand that God righteously becomes 
indignant against evil and brings judgment with perfect justice, 
how important is it for us to refrain from condemning others? 
Discuss this particularly in light of 1 Corinthians 4:5.

Friday
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Storyi n s i d e

“Do You Want Satan to Win?”
By Andrew Mcchesney

American missionary Joanne (Park) Kim locked herself in her apartment 
after being attacked by four drunken strangers in Mongolia. She was hurt, 
scared, and crying. She wanted to return home to the United States.

After two days, another missionary came to see her. She thought that he 
had come to comfort her, but instead he scolded her. “Seriously, Joanne, did 
you come all the way over here to witness to your closet?” he said. “Do you 
want Satan to win?”

It was just what Joanne needed to hear. If the missionary had com-
forted her, she would probably have wallowed in her misery, given 
up, and gone home. But now she reflected on why she had come to 
Mongolia. Initially, she had planned to go to Uzbekistan, so she had 
started learning Russian, including the Cyrillic alphabet. When the plan 
had fallen through, she had ended up in Mongolia, where the Cyrillic 
alphabet was the same, but she couldn’t understand a word. For the first 
couple of months, she had tried unsuccessfully to learn Mongolian. 
Without the language, she was struggling to witness. Without the lan-
guage, she couldn’t ask for help or speak up for herself when she was 
attacked by drunken strangers nearly every week. Complicating matters, 
people kept assuming that she was Mongolian and spoke Mongolian 
because of her Korean ethnicity.

Joanne still wanted to share the love of Jesus in Mongolia, but she didn’t 
feel that she had any love left to share after multiple drunken attacks.

“Lord,” she prayed, “if You are serious about me staying here, please give 
me a way out of this mess. You need to protect me, or give me a way to 
handle these situations, or get rid of these drunken men.”

She decided to stay in Mongolia and wait on God.
The drunken attacks didn’t stop. But God gave Joanne a tool to defend 

herself. Within just three months, she learned to speak Mongolian 
fluently. It was a miracle. Joanne was able to give Bible studies in 
Mongolian, and she could speak up for herself and ask for help when she 
was attacked. But she couldn’t love like Jesus. The pain from the attacks 

ran very deep.
This mission story offers an inside look at American mis-
sionary Joanne (Park) Kim, who helped start the Seventh-day 
Adventist work in post-Communist Mongolia and continues 
to serve as a missionary there. You also can participate in 
the mission work through this quarter’s Thirteenth Sabbath 
Offering, part of which will help open a recreation center 
where children can grow spiritually, mentally, socially, and 
physically in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. Read more about 
Joanne next week.


