


“This wonderful volume helpfully addresses an all too com-
mon heart issue by carefully and comprehensively walking us 
through biblical teaching and examples that show how the 
grace of God in Christ can enable us to overcome bitterness. 
It often reads like a good biblical counseling session and will 
be of great help to both counselors and counselees.”

Dr. Jim Newheiser, director of the Christian Counseling 
Program at Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte; 

executive director of the Institute for Biblical  
Counseling and Discipleship

“Pastor Steve’s latest offering, Overcoming Bitterness, tack-
les a much-needed but oft-neglected topic. People from all 
walks of life can carry and harbor pockets of bitterness, and 
we can all too frequently ignore the fruit of bitterness in our 
life. With a pastor’s heart and a counselor’s skill, Viars brings 
biblical clarity and practical counsel for this common issue. 
Readers will be surprised, encouraged, and convicted by the 
helpful counsel contained in this brief book. I commend it 
to you heartily!”

Jonathan D. Holmes, pastor of counseling, Parkside 
Church; executive director, Fieldstone Counseling

“This book brims with hope for the bitter person and for 
those who live with them. This will be an extremely helpful 
resource for biblical counselors.”

Randy Patten, Director of Training Emeritus,  
Association of Certified Biblical Counselors;  

president, TEAM Focus Ministries

“In Overcoming Bitterness, Pastor Steve Viars provides prac-
tical biblical counsel for an issue that everyone faces at one 
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time or another. Yet, few of us truly understand bitterness 
biblically. Steve artfully, compassionately, and comprehen-
sively addresses bitterness both as a lament over suffering to 
be brought to our caring Father and as a heart issue of sin to 
be brought to our forgiving Savior. Overcoming Bitterness 
will be a wonderfully beneficial equipping tool for individu-
als and small groups, and for pastors and counselors.” 

Bob Kellemen, academic dean, Faith Bible Seminary; 
author of over twenty books, including God’s Healing  

for Life’s Losses

“Guiding people to see bitterness from behavioral, condi-
tional, and heart perspectives is brilliant! Dr. Viars writes 
with the precision of a theologian and the practicality of a 
pastor. This is a great read and very helpful for people who 
truly want to address bitterness.”

Dr. Nicolas Ellen, senior pastor of Community of Faith 
Bible Church, and senior professor of biblical counseling 

at the College of Biblical Studies, Houston, TX
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OVERCOMING 
BITTERNESS
MOVING FROM LIFE’S GREATEST HURTS 

TO A LIFE FILLED WITH JOY

STEPHEN VIARS

C
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To my wife, Kris, and our son, the Bear.

You both have faced adversity  
by choosing joy in Christ.

By avoiding sinful bitterness,  
you have been an example to many

and a rich blessing to me.
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11

1
This Problem Is Bigger Than We Think

Imagine you’re having coffee with a friend who knows you 
well, and during the course of the conversation they ask you, 
“Do you have any bitterness in your life?” How would you an-
swer them? While admittedly this is not the kind of question 
we generally contemplate while standing in line at a fast- food 
restaurant, it is certainly worth considering in a more reflec-
tive moment. Do you have any bitterness in your life?

You Better Believe I Do!

As a pastor, I’ve been in enough of these kinds of conversa-
tions over the years to know that the responses can be rich 
and varied. Some people become animated as they tell about 
their unfair or harsh treatment by someone in their past, and 
then conclude by proclaiming, “You better believe I’m bitter, 
and I have every right to be!”

No pretension there. However, if you know the Bible well, 
you can probably think of statements to suggest that way 
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of living might be displeasing to God. For example, Paul 
told the Christians in Ephesus, “Let all bitterness and wrath 
and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, 
along with all malice. Be kind to one another, tender- hearted, 
forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven 
you” (Eph. 4:31–32).

The truth is that unrestrained bitterness will destroy us. 
As author Lee Strobel explains, “Acrid bitterness inevitably 
seeps into the lives of people who harbor grudges and sup-
press anger, and bitterness is always a poison. It keeps your 
pain alive instead of letting you deal with it and get beyond 
it. Bitterness sentences you to relive the hurt over and over.”1

An unknown author noted that “bitterness does more 
harm to the vessel in which it is stored than the vessel on 
which it is poured.” Many of us can tell stories from personal 
experience of how that statement is painfully true.

The costs of not addressing this issue are high and varied. 
Some people try to self- medicate with drugs and alcohol in 
an attempt to dull the pain. Others turn to shallow and il-
licit sexual relationships to find meaning and happiness in 
a new person or experience. Bitterness is often connected 
to anxiety, worry, depression, and fear. Marriages dissolve 
and families disintegrate if bitterness is left unaddressed. 
The Bible warns against unrestrained bitterness, because the 
God of heaven does not want anyone to suffer these terrible 
effects.

No, Not at All?

On the other hand, perhaps you’re the kind of person who 
would say, “I’ve progressed in my relationship with the Lord 
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to where I’m trying to rid my heart and life of unrestrained 
bitterness because I know how damaging it can be to my 
walk with Christ.” That’s wonderful, but it doesn’t mean you 
or anyone else could say, “No, I don’t have any bitterness in 
my life at all.” In the following pages, I will show that such 
a position is simply not possible. This side of heaven, we all 
have bitterness.

Three Distinct Categories

One benefit of studying the Word of God is that it brings 
clarity and understanding. That’s why those who identify 
as followers of Jesus Christ view the Bible as a lamp unto 
our feet and a light unto our path (Ps. 119:105). We want to 
know everything the Bible says about various topics.

The word “bitter” is generally translated in our English 
Bibles from the Old Testament Hebrew word marah and the 
New Testament Greek word pikros. Sometimes these terms 
are used literally to speak of food or water that tastes sour, 
acrid, or bitter— the opposite of something sweet. This pic-
turesque word group is even used to describe the “poisonous 
putrid bile from the gall bladder, the gall bladder itself (Job 
16:13; 20:25) or the poison of snakes (Job 20:14).”2 Often, 
God’s Word uses it figuratively to speak of “inner emotional 
feeling of deep sorrow or an outwardly directed anger that 
cries out.”3 Isn’t it amazing that God loves us so much that 
he uses such a powerful word to help us understand the im-
portance of addressing this issue in our lives?

When we begin to examine the various ways these words 
occur in the Bible, we may be surprised to learn that God 
speaks to us about three very different kinds of bitterness.
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The Poison of  a Bitter Lifestyle

A bitter lifestyle is what is most recognizable— call it 
full- on bitterness. I’m thinking here about passages like 
the one quoted above from Ephesians 4:31–32 that describe 
this subject in terms of behavior you can readily observe. 
Later, we will see how this kind of bitterness might even 
affect a person’s appearance over time. Can you think of 
a person in your life who looks bitter? Perhaps more to 
the point, is that ever the person you see in the mirror in 
the morning?

The writer of Hebrews warns that if left unattended, this 
kind of bitter lifestyle can result in being an “immoral or 
godless person like Esau, who sold his own birthright for 
a single meal” (12:16). He then explains where that path 
leads: “For you know that even afterwards, when he desired 
to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no place 
for repentance, though he sought for it with tears” (12:17).

What a haunting possibility— no place for repentance. 
We will talk later about what that phrase probably means, 
but can we all agree at this point that however you interpret 
it, it is very, very bad? I hope we would all say, “I want to do 
everything in my power— and by that I mean through the 
power of the Savior who works within me— to avoid ever 
being in any way like Esau.”

You can view this kind of behavioral bitterness like the 
top of a logjam in a river. Too many Christians have allowed 
this characteristic to hinder their relationships, their effec-
tiveness, and their joy. One of our goals in this book is to 
apply the dynamite of God’s Word at the appropriate places 
in the logjam so you can overcome these kinds of words and 
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actions. If that’s necessary in your particular situation, then 
sit back and let the blasting begin.

The Power of  a Bitter Heart

However, what’s happening on the outside is not the sum 
of what the Bible says about this subject. Scripture also af-
firms that “the heart knows its own bitterness” (Prov. 14:10). 
You don’t make bitterness in the microwave. Instead you 
slow- cook it in the Crock- Pot of your heart as you replay 
frustrations and disappointments and hurts over and over.

Bitterness, like many other topics in the Bible, involves a 
constant interplay between the hands and the heart, or be-
tween the mouth and the heart. Perhaps it shouldn’t surprise 
us that in one of the Bible’s most extended explanations 
about the power of the tongue, we find the subject of bit-
terness mixed into the discussion. James chastises his read-
ers because “from the same mouth come both blessing and 
cursing. My brethren, these things ought not to be this way. 
Does a fountain send out from the same opening both fresh 
and bitter water?” (James 3:10–11). In other words, examine 
the source that is producing the bitter words.

There are a number of lessons in this passage about the 
tongue that we will address in a later chapter, but the point 
here is this: we won’t do this subject justice, biblically speak-
ing, unless we look not just at the behavioral logjam but 
also at what may be building up beneath the surface in our  
heart.

I was recently talking to a friend who owns a cabin on 
a lake, and he was telling me he had been working to free 
a downed log that was stuck under his dock. He explained 
that after he disengaged the log, he tied it off to a neighbor’s 
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tree on the shore. His concern was that downed trees could 
become waterlogged and lurk just below the surface, be-
coming potentially catastrophic for boaters and skiers. Lake 
residents call them “deadheads.” Sometimes that condition, 
spiritually speaking, can be worse than a visible logjam. 
That’s why the Bible says we should “watch over [our] heart 
with all diligence, for from it flow the springs of life” (Prov. 
4:23).

Recall the fascinating example of this interplay between 
the inner and outer person in Acts 8. The church is in its 
earliest days, and the apostles are laying their hands on 
new ethnic groups of Christ followers who then receive the 
gift of the Holy Spirit. A man named Simon approaches 
them and offers to buy the power and authority to do the 
same thing.

The apostle Peter, never one to mince words, says, “May 
your silver perish with you, because you thought you could 
obtain the gift of God with money! You have no part or por-
tion in this matter, for your heart is not right before God” 
(Acts 8:20–21). Clearly, Peter’s ultimate concern is not just 
the outrageous nature of Simon’s request but the deeper issue 
of what this offer reveals about his unconverted heart. Peter 
goes on to drive this point home by admonishing Simon, 
“Therefore repent of this wickedness of yours, and pray the 
Lord that, if  possible, the intention of your heart may be 
forgiven you” (8:22).

Then Peter makes a diagnosis of Simon’s inner man that 
ought to get our attention: “For I see that you are in the gall 
of bitterness and in the bondage of iniquity” (8:23). A state-
ment like that raises as many questions as it answers, because 
Peter doesn’t explain— at least not in what is recorded for us 
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in God’s Word— how or why Simon is bitter. However, we 
have enough information before us to ask this piercing ques-
tion: Would God ever have reason to speak similar words 
to you or me?

PULL OVER AND PARK

If you enjoy road trips or long journeys, you know that occasionally 

it is best to pull over and park. Maybe you’re tired and need a break. 

Sometimes you need to pause and focus on your written instruc-

tions to guide your next steps. Throughout this book, we will do that 

together with the goal of reaching our destination of overcoming 

bitterness in the power of the gospel.

This is a good time to set the book aside and reach for a piece of 

paper or an electronic device and make a list of anything happening 

in your life that would fall under these first two categories. What 

examples of bitterness are occurring in your words or actions? What 

examples of bitter thoughts or desires are present in your heart?

This aspect of bitterness is like the underside of the logjam we 

mentioned earlier. It is where the limbs can be more tangled and 

sometimes even caked with mud and debris. However, the dynamite 

of God’s Word works equally well under the water. Be encouraged 

that “the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two- 

edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of 

both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and inten-

tions of the heart” (Heb. 4:12). Bitterness can even be overcome 

at the level of the heart.

_Viars_OvercomingBitterness_AN_jck.indd   17_Viars_OvercomingBitterness_AN_jck.indd   17 9/28/20   8:42 AM9/28/20   8:42 AM

Stephen Viars, Overcoming Bitterness 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



Overcoming Bitterness

18

The Presence of  Bitter Conditions

As I researched this subject, the first two categories were 
not surprising. As someone who has provided biblical coun-
seling to people in the church and community for over thirty 
years, I’m used to seeing Scripture navigate our attention 
between the inner and outer person. However, I wasn’t ex-
pecting to see the significant and powerful ways the Word of 
God also discusses bitterness as a condition. In other words, 
it is not just a response, it is a reality.

People can treat us in all sorts of ways that the Bible would 
call bitter. The subject is so robust in God’s Word that we 
will devote the entire next chapter to unpacking it more fully. 
However, please allow this initial salvo to sink deeply into 
your heart. This topic does not start with what you do. No 
one has ever gotten out of bed and decided, “I think I’ll just 
get up and start being bitter at no particular person for no 
particular reason.” Even if the reality is more of something 
that was perceived than what actually occurred— in that per-
son’s mind, that’s what happened.

Here is why that’s so important: the Word of God has a 
very rich and robust theology of suffering to help us respond 
well to bitter circumstances. But if we simply run to verses 
like Philippians 4:4—“Rejoice in the Lord always, again I say 
rejoice”— and repeat it over and over, we will ignore great 
portions of Scripture that help us process pain and hurt and 
abuse and injustice well.

I’ve been reading a book by David McCullough titled The 
Pioneers. I love McCullough’s treatment of various periods 
of American history and often end my days in my leather 
chair next to the fireplace with one of his books in hand. 
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This particular volume is about the early settlers of Mari-
etta, Ohio. It is a delightful story, including accounts of the 
godly men and women whose Christian faith caused them 
to insist that slavery would never be practiced in their state.

One of the Ohio patriarchs was Ephraim Cutler, a man 
who along with his family had an incredibly powerful and 
Christlike impact on their state. However, at a touching point 
in the story, McCullough records:

In the early spring of 1849, Ephraim’s oldest son, Charles, 
announced he was joining the rush to California for gold. “A 
year ago we had not heard of the gold of California, and even 
after the papers were filled with descriptions of the immense 
regions where it is found, and of the multitudes who went 
to seek it— It never occurred to me that any one dear to us 
would go there,” wrote Julia [Charles’ sister]. Again, as in 
her father’s earlier days, the west was the future.

Two months later came word from California that Charles 
had died of cholera. The news shook the whole family in a 
way nothing had—“to think of his dying away from home 
and friends, buried upon those vast plains where no one 
knows even the place of his last rest,” Julia wrote. And the 
blow fell hardest on Ephraim. “He is very much bowed down 
under the stroke— still he murmurs not, the language of his 
heart seems to be, ‘I was dumb. I opened not my mouth, 
because thou God dids’t it.’ Occasionally we hear a sup-
pressed groan as he walks his room with clasped hands.”4

What a sad story of a broken father dealing with unspeak-
able grief. It is especially fascinating that his daughter Julia 
explained her father’s lack of talking about what was occur-
ring inside his breaking heart by quoting Psalm 39:9—“I have 
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become mute, I do not open my mouth, because it is You who 
have done it.”

The problem is that such an interpretation and application 
of that verse ignores the context of Psalm 39. In verse 1, David 
explains his hesitancy to speak: “I will guard my ways that I 
may not sin with my tongue; I will guard my mouth as with 
a muzzle while the wicked are in my presence.” David wants 
to be sure that he utters his authentic expressions of pain and 
sorrow only to God and to the appropriate persons, because 
those who do not know the Lord might twist what he says to 
justify their own unbelief. He even affirms in verse 2 that while 
he remained “mute and silent,” his “sorrow grew worse.”

That’s why in the remainder of this beautiful psalm of la-
ment, David records how he speaks openly to God about his 
pain. For example, in verses 3–4, he proclaims, “My heart was 
hot within me, while I was musing the fire burned; then I spoke 
with my tongue: ‘Lord, make me to know my end and what 
is the extent of my days; let me know how transient I am.’”

I feel badly for the many people who, like Ephraim Cutler, 
somewhere along the line have adopted the position that 
choosing to follow Jesus Christ resigns you to a life of suffer-
ing in impassionate, stoic silence. Nothing could be further 
from the truth. Please hear this: being unable or unwilling to 
speak in the right way, at the right time, to the right people 
about the bitter circumstances of  life is not an antidote but 
an accelerant to a bitter heart and life. In other words, how 
you handle bitter circumstances will either lead to or prevent 
a bitter response in both the inner and outer person.

If you simply ignore the hurt, the pain, or the disappoint-
ment, you may not see the visible logjam of bitter words and 
actions— at least not right away. You may not yet have the 
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submerged log under the surface of a bitter heart. However, 
the inability to properly process bitter circumstances will 
invariably produce a gradual shallowness in your stream. 
That unaddressed sadness, hurt, and grief will be like silt 
that builds up over time. Maybe you won’t immediately see 
it from the surface, but your river of faith and vibrancy will 
become shallower with each passing year. What is needed 
here is not so much a stick of dynamite but a steam shovel. 
You have to find a way to dig down and dredge out that silt 
and debris and make the river flow clearly and deeply again— 
perhaps deeper than ever.

The Goal We Are Pursuing

The purpose of this book is to help you overcome bitterness. 
I have had the privilege of serving at the same church for 
over thirty years now. Many of the men and women in our 
church and community are delightful people.

However, I have also watched bitterness destroy people’s 
faith, health, family, and testimony. It is often the antithesis 
of spiritual growth and health. This is why the apostle Paul 
places bitterness alongside wrath, anger, clamor, and evil 
speaking in opposition to being kind, tender- hearted, and 
forgiving. My goal in this book is to help you deal with bit-
terness thoroughly and completely in a way that helps you 
bask in the sweetness of our Savior.

Organizing Our Study

The three classifications of bitterness that we have reviewed 
in this chapter will form the framework for the rest of the 
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book. We will first learn to face the reality of bitterness. 
What does it look like to avoid the stoic tendencies of well- 
meaning people like Ephraim Cutler? How can followers 
of Jesus Christ learn to suffer well so that our response to 
bitter circumstances takes us in directions that honor the 
Lord?

Then we will pivot to the sinful and personal responsibil-
ity side of the equation and find ways to avoid the pitfalls 
that lead to a bitter heart and life. If you conclude you have 
already fallen into one or more of those pits, we will also 
discuss plenty of ladders of God’s grace and strength to 
climb out and find sweet, solid ground.

In the final third of our time together, we will put all our 
principles to the test by examining a delightful case study of 
a woman whose life was consumed with bitterness. It even af-
fected her appearance, to the point that she asked her friends 
to replace her given name with the word that described her 
best: bitter. Imagine telling those around you, “Just call me 
bitter.” The good news is, the story doesn’t end there. Not 
even close. Not surprisingly, our sweet Savior is visible in 
ways that will take your breath away.

One Final Thought

This book is written for people who have placed their faith 
and trust in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. However, I real-
ize you may have picked up this book even though you don’t 
consider yourself a Christian. Can I tell you something? As I 
wrote, I specifically prayed for people just like you. My guess 
is that you have a hard story to tell— why else would you be 
interested in this topic?
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I hope that, as you consider what the Word of God says 
about the bad events in your life, you will eventually be 
open to thinking about the ultimate news the Bible says is 
very, very good. It is called the gospel, the good news that 
Jesus Christ died on the cross in the bitterest way so that 
you and I could admit our sin, accept his free gift of forgive-
ness and grace, and establish a vibrant, personal relation-
ship with him. Friend, Jesus Christ is the embodiment of 
sweetness. I hope this study convinces you of that delightful  
truth.

»	QUESTIONS	FOR	PERSONAL	REFLECTION

 1. How did you answer the question posed at the begin-
ning of this chapter: “Do you have any bitterness in 
your life?” Is your answer any different now?

 2. Of the three categories of bitterness we have 
studied— the poison of a bitter lifestyle, the power of 
a bitter heart, and the presence of bitter conditions— 
which has been most prevalent in your past? Which is 
most prevalent in your life today?

 3. Write out your story of bitterness. What have been 
the bitterest circumstances? How did you process 
what occurred? How, if at all, did you cross the line 
into bitter patterns of thinking and desiring? How, 
if at all, did you cross the line into bitter words and 
actions?
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»	QUESTIONS	FOR	GROUP	DISCUSSION

 1. In your social circles, how prevalent is bitterness? 
How and in what ways is that true?

 2. Share an example of bitterness in your life with your 
group. What happened? How did your bitterness 
feel? How did it think? What did it want? How did it 
sound? What did it do?

 3. What questions do you hope to answer with this 
study? What do you desire to happen in your life and 
with the other group members as you walk through 
this material together?

_Viars_OvercomingBitterness_AN_jck.indd   24_Viars_OvercomingBitterness_AN_jck.indd   24 9/28/20   8:42 AM9/28/20   8:42 AM

Stephen Viars, Overcoming Bitterness 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.


	9781540900630
	Viars_OvercomingBitterness_AN_jck



